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Abstract 
 
 
This thesis is the result of six months of fieldwork on Maui, Hawai'i, where I have attended to 
and participated in a variety of hetereogeneous marine conservation practices. I have analyzed 
marine conservation regulations such as the Marine Mammal Protection Act and those of the 
state of Hawai’i, asking how they enact dolphins, whales, humans, and natures and how their 
enactments differ from those of other practices – for example, those that trangress these 
regulations. As a volunteer at a Natural Area Reserve, I have explored how its network of 
materials, volunteers, and visitors enact a specific nature, and how that nature is not a stable 
reality, but a contingent, shifting one which can be contested. Through repeated engagements 
with the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund, I have looked at multispecies entanglements between turtles 
and humans, asking how the HWF’s various practices enact different relationships, different 
turtles, and different natures. Here, I inquire into the role of prediction as a way of knowing, 
and knowing as a mode of domestication – both of turtles and of humans. Throughout this 
thesis, my focus is on the relationships that these practices create and renegotiate, and the 
natures that they enact. 
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Introduction 
 
I will begin this thesis with a disclaimer – this is not an ethnography of Hawai'i. Nor is it an 
ethnography of nature.  In it, I do not seek to understand the ways in which Hawaiians, native 
or haole1, understand or come to grips with their natural environment. In fact, my focus is not 
on Hawaiian culture at all – rather, it is centered on practices of marine conservation as they 
occur on the Hawaiian island of Maui. My fieldwork has consisted of participating in certain 
practices, with the intent of exploring the relations the actors involved in them had with the 
nature that they were working to conserve. In this thesis, I ask how nature is figured into the 
practices that I attend to, both by the actors involved and, importantly, in the practices 
themselves. What are these practices, and the natures they seek to conserve like? What 
relationships do they create, sustain, or change? How are other animals, humans, and material 
entities involved, entangled, enacted, assembled, and re-assembled through them? How do 
conflicts arise from marine conservation practices, and how can these conflicts be 
understood?  How can the tools that anthropology and performativity aid in understanding 
these relationships? By taking part in multiple, very different practices over time, I examine 
how these practices both differ and resemble one another, and the ways in which they order 
humans and their surroundings;  in this case, the ocean that literally surrounds Maui and the 
Hawaiian Islands.  
 
Marine conservation 
Marine conservation is a broad term which encompasses a variety of heterogeneous practices 
informed by multiple disciplines and performed with a variety of very different goals. These 
practices are similar in their basic intent to conserve marine ecosystems and the organisms 
that make up these systems, but they often diverge from one another after that initial likeness. 
While some are premised on ideas of a culpable responsibility to mitigate anthropogenic 
impacts to the marine environment, others are based on economic incentives, figuring marine 
1 Haole is a Hawaiian term used to denote foreigners, especially caucasians. It is a common term with a range 
of uses, from purely descriptive to a racial invective. For an interesting history of the word, see (Rohrer 
2006). 
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organisms as resources – not to mention a broad spectrum of practices which fall between 
these two poles. For all of the contemporary practices that fall under the moniker of marine 
conservation, there are as many practitioners, ranging from centralized policies of 
conservation performed by government and international agencies to small, non-governmental 
organizations and private funds which champion particular causes. These groups include 
people from an array of professions and backgrounds – scientists, state employees, academics, 
law enforcement agents, students, senior citizens, and children. In this thesis, I have explored 
but a sampling of these practices limited to Maui, in the interest of understanding the ways in 
which they perform conservation and enact the natures that they are attempting to conserve. 
As a relatively new discipline itself, marine conservation is experiencing rapid growth. This is 
not surprising, given the circumstances. The oceans make up over 70 percent of the Earth's 
surface area and provide over 99 percent of the habitable space of the planet, harboring life 
forms as diverse as microbes and tiny species of zooplankton recently found to be integral to 
the global ecosystem, to the largest species ever known to exist on the planet, the Blue whale. 
The oceans also harbor human forms of life – communities whose livelihoods and lives 
depend on them. Exponential human population growth in recent years has led many to turn 
to the oceans, once thought of as inexhaustible, as a source of sustenance in what has now 
been (somewhat anthropocentrically) dubbed the “Anthropocene” era. 
This is not a new trend to island societies, who have always relied on the oceans as much as 
the land for sustenance – as one friend related to me during my fieldwork, “We islanders 
understand that the oceans and the land are linked. One influences the other. As islanders, we 
say that we have one foot in the water and one foot on land.” But it is growing increasingly 
obvious that anthropogenic impacts like climate change, pollution, and the over-exploitation 
of the oceans have had and continue to have profound effects on the ecosystems that we know 
now to be dependent on, resulting in rising rates of acidification, rising water levels, habitat 
loss, and the depletion and collapse of marine ecosystems. That these ramifications also affect 
humans is hardly a contentious claim – their effects are visible on a global scale as well as on 
local ones, and especially on islands where the ocean is always close at hand. Likewise, they 
also affect other animals – a consideration that all the marine conservation practices that I 
attend to in this thesis take into account, and even center their practices on. 
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The Endangered Species Capital of the World 
In recent years, Maui has seen a marked increase in coral degradation (Dailer et al 2010), 
coastal erosion2 (Romine & Fletcher 2013), and the depletion of habitats and species 
populations (Wiley et al 2013). During my fieldwork, I was inundated with local news stories 
regarding these and other environmental issues experienced on the island. I often heard people 
voice concerns over human impacts to the marine environment – controversies over coastal 
development, overfishing, and invasive species were all hot topics of discussion, with many 
resenting the dubious title that Hawai'i often receives as the “endangered species capital of the 
world” (Levine 2010), referring to the high amount of endemic plant and animal species that 
are classified as threatened or endangered. As an island, many of Maui's biological life forms 
are sited in or around the ocean. So, too, are many of the islands traditional and contemporary 
human forms of life – the ocean has been and continues to be a source of life, leisure, and 
livelihood for people on the island. But Maui's waters are not only important to local fishers, 
divers, and sailors – they are also a central aspect of Maui's burgeoning tourist industry, 
which the Maui County3 website states is “irrefutably the 'economic engine' for the County of 
Maui” (The County of Maui, Hawai'i n.d.). In 2013, Maui County received over two million 
visitors – its stable population multiplied 14-fold. Many of these visitors came as tourists, 
eager to enjoy Maui's waters (Hawaii Tourism Authority 2012: p. 22) – to sunbathe on the 
island's beaches, snorkel its coral reefs, fish its waters, watch its whales, surf its waves, and 
see marine creatures like sea turtles and dolphins “up close”. These temptations are evoked in 
seemingly endless tourist brochures and websites, through images and descriptions of lush 
jungles, paradisiacal coral reefs, pristine beaches, and exotic animals – an unspoilt, even 
untouched wilderness. In fact, “associated” may be too weak of a word – notions of Hawai'i’s 
unique nature are veritably constitutive of Hawai'i as a place for many outsiders.  
2     For an analysis of the impacts of coastal erosion to Hawai'i's cultural sites, see (Kane et al 2012). 
 
3 Maui County refers to the islands of Maui, Lana'i, Moloka'i, Kahoolawe, and Molokini. Maui is the most 
populated of these islands. Lana'i and Moloka'i are also populated, while Kaho'olawe and Molokini are both 
state-designated sanctuaries with no permanent residents. 
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Biodiversity 
Biologically speaking, Hawai'i’s natural environment is unique (although far from untouched, 
as this thesis underlines). Its position and isolation have resulted in very high levels of 
endemism amongst the plant and animal species that inhabit the island and its surrounding 
waters – one reason for its title as the “endangered species capital of the world”. Many of 
these species are unique to Hawai'i, and found nowhere else on the planet – it is a 
“biodiversity hotspot”. Before humans settled Hawai'i, the islands were colonized 
infrequently by species that arrived independent of human agency – seeds and spores attached 
to a migratory bird's feathers, insects caught in strong trade winds, and sea life moving in 
Pacific currents and congregating in the shallow, temperate waters of sub-sea volcanoes 
formed by shifting tectonic plates. The arrival of Polynesian settlers, however, is thought to 
mark a drastic increase in the rate of new species “introductions” to Hawai'i (Kirch 2000: 
233) – an increase exponentially multiplied by Captain James Cook's “discovery” of Hawai'i 
in 1778, not to mention modern vectors of introduction such as seawater ballast tanks on 
ships, air traffic, and a booming tourism industry (Cox 1999). These introductions, of humans 
not in the least, have been both intended and unintended, and the specifics and agencies 
involved in their stories demand attention, as do their various taxonomic classifications4. 
The issue of invasive species is an inescapable one in contemporary Hawaiian society, and 
much emphasis has been placed on the preservation of Hawai'i’s endemic, or native, species, 
often leading to conflicts over which species are native and which are not5. These 
classifications are not undisputed, and the “politics of belonging” (Lien 2005) regarding 
which organisms should be allowed to exist on the Hawaiian Islands is central to conservation 
discourse. Although she writes about Australia, Stephanie Lavau's observation that “as an 
island nation with a relatively recent history of European settlement, debates about which 
living things should have the right to reside and prosper in this place are ever-present” (Lavau 
2011: 42) fits just as well to Hawai'i. A number of anthropologists have directed their gaze to 
4 For a discussion of these taxonomic modes of classification, see (Van Driesch & Van Driesch 2000) as well 
as (Helmreich 2005). 
 
5 Perhaps most prominent of these conflicts is the ongoing one over the critically endangered Hawaiian monk 
seal. While many conservation scientists and organizations (including the United States government) claim 
that the Hawaiian monk seal is endemic to the Hawaiian Islands, others claim that it is not, and assert that it's 
continued protection and reintroduction to the Main Hawaiian Islands as well as the uninhabited Northwest 
Hawaiian Islands is an extra stress factor for already-beleaguered fisheries. News reports of Hawaiian monk 
seals being killed have caused public outcry amongst those who seek to conserve the species - central both 
sides of this argument is the Hawaiian monk seal's taxonomic classification as native or invasive. 
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the Hawaiian “politics of belonging”, as well as to emergent configurations of classification 
that see invasive and introduced species pitted against native or endemic ones (Helmreich 
2005) in a battle for biodiversity pitched by conservationists, biotech companies, and 
“suntanned scientists in aloha shirts” (Helmreich 2009: 127). At the heart of this issue, as well 
as many contemporary conservation practices, is the concept of biodiversity. But what is 
biodiversity? 
 
Biodiversity reconsidered 
The answer, it seems, is many things. Originally “biological diversity”, the term was coined 
by conservationists in the 1970’s to describe nature in terms of variety. Since then, it has 
accumulated many others meanings. Cori Hayden lists some of these: "an ecological 
workhorse, essential raw material for evolution, a sustainable economic resource, the global 
heritage, genetic capital, the key to survival of life itself" (Hayden 2003: 52). In 2010, the 
United Nations declared it the “International Year of Biodiversity”, a dedication extended to 
2011-2020 – “The Decade on Biodiversity”. George Takacs defines biodiversity as “the 
multitude of real-world organisms, species and processes commingled with biologists' factual, 
emotional, political, aesthetic, spiritual, and ethical values of the natural world, all combined 
to shape public perceptions, actions, and feelings” (Takacs 1996: 120). By understanding 
biodiversity as a hybridization of biological organisms and cultural, epistemic values, Takacs' 
definition contributes to “putting the scientist back into the science”, the same way that 
anthropologists are remiss to neglect elements of their own subjectivity and cultural values 
when doing anthropology. It is also a step towards attending to biodiversity not purely as a 
technoscientific fact that is continually being uncovered, but also as a discursive concept 
conceived by both technoscience and culture – and co-productive of them. In that sense, it is 
akin to other discursive anchors – like nature, a much-contested term in its own light. 
Biodiversity, née biological diversity, as Helmreich observes, “Has slid into synonymity with 
nature, turning the biological world into a site filled with variety in need of protection” 
(Helmreich 2009: 111). 
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This suggestion resonates with my fieldwork beautifully. The perceived fragility of Maui’s 
ecosystem paired with its perceived wealth in the form of biodiversity is impetus to numerous 
conservation programs, organizations, and practices situated on the island. From marine 
conservation performances as diverse as government regulations, non-profit organizations, 
wildlife sanctuaries, natural area reserves, and grassroots activism, biodiversity is 
fundamentally omnipresent, conveying at once the bountifulness of Maui’s natures (especially 
its marine natures) and their fragility, the vulnerability of the balance in which they hang. In 
keeping with this understanding of biodiversity, Arturo Escobar contends that biodiversity 
“anchors a discourse that articulates a new relation between nature and society in global 
contexts of science, cultures, and economies” (Escobar 1998: 55). While Escobar’s scale is 
global, the discourse anchored by biodiversity can be traced to more localized contexts. His 
assertion certainly rings true in relation to my fieldwork on Maui, where the logic of nature-
as-biodiversity informs and shapes contemporary conservation practices. 
 
Hawai’i 
Maui is the second-largest of the Hawaiian Islands, an archipelago of eight main islands and 
numerous atolls, seamounts, and islets in the Pacific Ocean. The Hawaiian Islands are situated 
roughly halfway between Asia and Polynesia to the east, where the original settlers of Hawai'i 
were thought to have come from, and the North American continent to the west. 
Approximately 2,000 miles from either continent, Hawai'i is also often referred to as “the 
most isolated archipelago in the world” (Losos & Ricklef 2009: 359). Despite its popularity 
and iconicism as a tropical tourist destination, Hawai'i (and more specifically Maui) is in 
many ways a peripheral place, a “world's end” (Abram & Lien 2011). As a state of the United 
States of America, “the Aloha State’s” voting turn-out for national elections are the lowest in 
the country – a testament, perhaps, to its political alienation from the “mainland” of the USA, 
which many Hawaiians believe illegally overthrew and continue to illegitimately occupy their 
sovereign nation6. One could also add that its physical and temporal distance (six hours from 
the nation’s capital to the Hawaiian Islands) also plays a role in the state’s disconnection from 
the rest of the country. As my first friend on the island cautioned me after picking me up from 
6 This is a legitimate claim, and one that deserves to be taken seriously, although there are multiple and 
differing configurations of it. For one detailed history of Hawai'i’s occupation, see (Sai 2011). For an 
insightful and thorough examination of the role of law in the colonization of Hawai'i, see (Merry 2000). 
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the airport, “Hawai'i is a different place” - different, in his reference, to the continental United 
States where I had just come from. In many ways, he was right – amidst the United States, 
Hawai'i has a unique cultural and political history, influenced as much by Polynesian culture 
as by those of the west and of Asia. 
Traditional Hawaiian cosmology was, not surprisingly, very attentive to the intimate 
relationship between the condition of the oceans and that of the land. In the Kumulipo, a 
prominent Hawaiian creation chant, the universe was held to have evolved over eight 
fundamental eras7. Terrestrial and marine creatures evolved complimentary to one another, 
from the simplest organisms to the most complex, and each marine organism came into being 
alongside its terrestrial counterpart (Beckwith 1971) in a continuum of evolution predating 
Charles Darwin's Origin of the Species by over 150 years. The Kumulipo traces the genealogy 
of a member of ali'i8, the ruling class of ancient Hawai'i, backwards through time, drawing an 
immense kinship chart over some 2,000 lines of chant which links humans, animals, plants 
rocks, and all other elements of the universe together in one big 'ohana, or family. Hawaiian 
historian Herb Kawainui Kāne, speaking on the PBS television series The Hawaiians, put it 
this way: 
The entire universe was an orderly, fixed whole in which all the parts were integral to the 
whole, including man himself. Man was descended from the Gods, but so were the rocks, so 
were the animals, so were the fish. Thus, man had to regard the rocks, the fish, and the birds 
as his relatives. It's an ecological point of view which Western man is only beginning to 
discover now. (Fischer n.d.) 
Crucial to the Kumulipo’s account of cosmogony is the idea that nature is not disparate from 
culture, or humans – in fact, the Hawaiian language has no word for nature in the sense that 
humans exist outside of it, and instead employs the word “honua” to describe the natural 
world as a whole. The Hawaiian Dictionary tells us that “honua” means “Land, earth, world, 
background .… basic, at the foundation, fundamental” (Pukui & Elbert 1986). Nature is not 
articulated as exterior to culture, nor as a dichotomous opposition to it, such as Bruno Latour 
argues is the case in modern Western civilization (Latour 1993). In fact, it’s not articulated at 
7 In total, sixteen eras are described in the Kumulipo – the final eight trace the genealogy of a member of 
Hawai'i’s ali'i, or ruling class, while the first concern themselves with the creation and evolution of the rest of 
the universe. 
 
8 Following Sally Engle Merry, “I do not italicize Hawaiian words as foreign words in this text because I 
recognize the Hawaiian language as indigenous to the place I am writing about rather than the language of a 
foreign country.” (Merry 2000: xiii) 
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all. The Kumulipo, as a representation of Hawaiian knowledge about the relationships that 
link the world together, instead emphasizes that humans are as much a part of the (“natural”) 
world as the other animals, plants, and entities that it regards. 
This is not to say that Ancient Hawaiians did not partake in practices that would today be 
deemed “conservation”. On the contrary, archeological and ethnobiological studies (Costa-
Pierce 1987) have shown how ahupua'a (subdivisions of the land that typical went from high 
altitude-to-coastline, affording inhabitants a range of climate zones (Losch & Kamahele 
2008:241) ) were managed by a konohiki, or administrator, who would make decisions based 
on the inhabitants of the ahupua'a's  observations, deeming certain organisms kapu (taboo, 
forbidden) to harvest or hunt in certain places and during certain times - often during mating 
or spawning periods or when species were deemed to be scarce. Also central to traditional 
Hawaiian relationships to the living world was the concept of kuleana. Kuleana translates to 
“right, privilege, concern, responsibility” (Pukui & Elbert 1986) – within ahupua'a, families 
were entrusted fishing areas and had kuleana to not take more fish than they needed from 
these, as well as to feed the fish during spawning seasons (Apple & Kikuchi 1985)9. These 
historical examples illustrate specific ways in which humans related to their environment with 
sensitivity to both its and their own conservation as a part of it. 
They also bear likenesses to contemporary conservation practices in Hawai'i – these, too, rely 
on observations and predictions, creating specific relationships and transforming others 
between the multifarious elements and entities that comprise their contingent environments. 
The practices in my thesis also create distinctions and boundaries, holding apart and bringing 
together various entities, enacting laws and regulations, ordering entities, time frames, and 
spaces. These practices do not always exist harmoniously with one another. In marine 
conservation on Maui alone, we are faced with the complexities of vastly different projects, 
visions, scales, classifications, dichotomies, epistemologies, and cosmologies. Contemporary 
conflicts in marine conservation, like the aforementioned “politics of belonging” brought to 
light in the killing of Monk seals, or the “Nature trouble” of whose responsibility and right it 
is to decide the way in which people conduct themselves in relation to Nature, elucidate 
discordances in these complex and heterogeneous entanglements. I ask: how are we to 
understand these divergent practices and the conservation practices that they engender? 
9 For a more extensive discussion of traditional Hawaiian conservation practices, see (Burrows 1989), 
(Johannes 1978). 
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I assert that the answer, or at least an answer, lies in the practices themselves. By looking at 
these practices, by taking seriously their contentions and specifics – both those of their 
practitioners and of the other elements that they involve, by attending to not only the way in 
which they (re)present reality, but the way in which they enact realities. In the following 
segment of this introduction, I will outline the marine conservation practices that I have 
attended to during my six months of fieldwork, as well as the anthropological practices, 
methods, theoretical directions, and considerations that have informed my project – to 
understand how different natures are enacted in marine conservation practices on Maui. 
 
Positions and practices 
During my fieldwork, I attended to a selection of the many marine conservation projects that 
today exist on Maui, working primarily in the capacity of a volunteer, but also as an outside 
observer where closer engagement was either impossible or presented problems with other 
engagements that I wanted to pursue. My interactions with Ocean Defender Hawaii and the 
Pacific Whale Foundation are examples of this. I had aspirations to pursue a more intensive 
collaboration with Ocean Defender Hawaii, but found it to be difficult in practical terms, 
given their seldom and sporadic activities and the attitudes of other marine conservation 
actors with whom I wished to work with towards Ocean Defender Hawaii’s practices – or 
lack thereof10. With the Pacific Whale Foundation, my volunteering opportunities appeared to 
be quite limited, although I attended a number of their “whale talks” and events. I opted 
instead to concentrate my efforts on working as a volunteer at the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area 
Reserve, part of the state of Hawai'i’s Natural Area Reserve System, as an interpretive guide 
to guests of the Reserve. This opportunity afforded me insight into both the regulations and 
practices of the Reserve, as well as the relations between people and the environment of the 
Reserve that these regulations and practices created. I spent roughly four months as a 
volunteer at the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve on the south-western coast of the island, 
working there most mornings of the week. In addition, I volunteered with the Hawai'i Wildlife 
Fund, a prominent non-governmental organization dedicated to conserving Maui's marine 
environments through a number of different projects. With the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund, I 
10 For an example, see the “Ocean Defender Hawaii Is a Scam” Facebook page. (Ocean Defender Hawaii Is a 
Scam, n.d.) 
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partook in the Honu Watch program, monitoring basking sea turtles as they hauled up onto a 
popular north-Maui beach each evening to a crowd of curious onlookers and beach-goers. In 
addition to this, I was a part of the Turtle Transect Team, a group of divers who regularly met 
to swim the near-shore waters around Maui in search of sea turtles, responding to turtle-in-
distress calls and seeking out endangered Hawksbill turtles to observe and, in some cases, tag. 
Taking part in these practices gave me a closer look at the inter-species relationships that they 
entailed, a perspective that was often difficult to attain during my engagement with the 'Ahihi-
Kina'u Natural Area Reserve. 
 
Methodical directions and theoretical turns 
Following Gro Ween (2012), I implement two sets of anthropological tools to look at how 
these marine conservation practices operate on varying scales – the methodology of actor-
network theory and a phenomenological approach. An actor-network theory understanding of 
the practices in this thesis helps me to look at the “big picture” - how mapping, prediction, 
elements of technoscience, and materials all play roles in conserving (and enacting) natures. 
Seeing these practices as networks and the entities they engage as actants allows the 
importance of both materiality and knowledge practices to come to light. In the first two 
chapters of this thesis, I implement the methodology of actor-network theory to examine how 
regulations and knowledge enact relations between various actants, as well as how these 
relations are far from stable, but instead in a constant state of flux – a constant “becoming”. I 
am attentive to classification and prediction as a knowledge practice – the ways in which 
regulations are premised on predictions and scientific “factishes” (Latour 1999), as well as 
how other knowledges conflict with and re-shape the relations that these regulations enact. 
Elements of actor-network methodology are also present in the following two chapters, 
although these chapters seek to examine close-up the interspecies relations that occur in 
marine conservation practices. To this end, I implement a phenomenological approach, in 
order to “get specific” when focusing on the ways in which humans and other animals relate 
to one another during the practice of Honu Watch and the Turtle Transect Team project.  
10 
 
Multi-sited and multi-practice 
Because I participated in a variety of very different practices, my fieldwork could be 
described as a “multi-sited” one (Marcus 1995). This approach was useful in following 
various practices with one similar goal – despite their differences, all of the practices that I 
attend to in this thesis create specific relationships between humans and their environments in 
attempts to “live with” (cf. Haraway 2007). It can be argued that a multi-sited fieldwork has 
its inherent limitations – principally, the possibility that focusing on multiple practices 
prevents the anthropologist from becoming more thoroughly acquainted with one – “the risk 
of being too thinly spread”, in Nancy Scheper-Hughes’ terms (2004: 45). I could probably 
have gained an even more in-depth perspective on a single practice, had I dedicated my entire 
fieldwork to it. However, despite this consideration I found that a multi-sited fieldwork’s 
benefits outweighed its disadvantages in my case, affording me the ability to attend to 
heterogeneous practices that took place on a variety of scales in close proximity to one 
another. But why this attention to heterogeneity in the first place? 
 
Performativity 
Attending to different practices as the level of analysis renders this fieldwork a 
“praxiography” (Mol 2002: 31) rather than an “ethnography” - I am not writing cultures, so 
much as I am writing practice. Practices. Although the two can often be conflated, simply 
equating them effaces the constitutive aspect of practices. In keeping with a performative 
approach inspired by feminist studies, science, technology, and society (STS) studies, actor-
network theory, as well as academics such as Anne Marie Mol (2002), Karen Barad (2003), 
and John Law & Marianne Elisabeth Lien (2012), I contend that practices matter. There is a 
double entendre here – practices are key, precisely because they do matter. Material, relations, 
meanings, and realities themselves are constituted in practices. They enact (cf. Mol 2002) 
realities in their doing, in their orderings of materials and relations. Following Isabelle 
Stengers’ idea of practice ecologies and the notion that “no practice can be defined as ‘like 
any other’” (Stengers 2005: 184), the heterogeneity of these practices becomes highly 
relevant. Different practices enact different realities, and different natures in their doing. This, 
then, is a central premise of this thesis – that contexts and practices cannot be divorced. That 
they are co-constitutive of one another. 
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The ontological “turn” 
Thus, context is no longer simply the field in which practices occur, but can instead be 
described as ontologies that both shape and are shaped by the practices that I attend to. This 
brings my project into the realm of the ontological “turn”, a much-debated direction in 
anthropology11. The controversy surrounding it is understandable – the implications of 
accepting ontological multiplicity, the possibility of multiple realities, flies in the face of 
decades, even centuries, of anthropological work dedicated to understanding the ways in 
which people relate to the world – the world, not their worlds. As such, these past approaches 
have often been focused on epistemologically different understandings of a single, essential 
world, and founded on a dualism of representation versus reality. As much as anthropology 
has been dedicated to taking its informants seriously, it has often taken for granted that reality 
as we know it is just that – a known, single reality, represented in various ways. To 
acknowledge the possibility of other worlds and others' worlds and not simply worldviews is 
to move beyond this crisis of representation. In this thesis, I attend to ontologies as they are 
enacted in the marine conservation practices I took part in12. To play on the title of an essay 
by Arturo Escobar (2001)13, I suggest that “nature sits in practices”. Or more correctly, 
natures – for if practices differ, so do the natures that they enact – a “nature multiple”. This 
thesis is founded on fieldwork that attends to the multiple natures enacted by heterogeneous 
practices – in that light, perhaps it can best be described as a “multi-nature” fieldwork. 
  
11 It is instructive here to follow Jon Henrik Ziegler Remme’s reminder that “although the term “the ontological 
turn” gives one the impression of a unified tendency within the discipline, it should instead be understood as 
a number of different and more or less interwoven movements; not a single wave that sweeps over the 
anthropological landscape, but rather a collection of currents, with their eddies and countercurrents, which 
together flow in the same direction.” (Ziegler Remme 2013: 9, my translation). 
 
12 I also attend to ontologies as they are enacted in performances not with assured certainty, but rather with an 
exploratory, contingent approach. In the interest of taking seriously my informants, I do not pretend to 
assume that their views are automatically more than just views – instead, I open for the possibility that 
differences can be more than simply cultural. This approach extends to my discussion of the implicit politics 
of these uncertain ontologies. 
 
13 Who himself tweaked the title of Keith Basso’s Wisdom Sits in Places (Basso 1996). 
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Multispecies 
Whether the (ambiguous) category of “nature” is enacted in the practices I attend to as a 
biodiverse cornucopia of organisms, an 'ohana of entities, a network of actants, a “medley of 
.… becomings” (Haraway 2008: 31), or a perceived dichotomistic counter-pole to “culture”, it 
seems obvious it is a entanglement of relationships where humans play a part – but just one 
part. This blurs the lines between a “multi-nature” fieldwork and a “multispecies 
ethnography”, situating both within a post-humanist tradition that urges us to move beyond 
the “foolishness of human exceptionalism” (Haraway 2008: 244). With the rise of the 
multispecies ethnography, anthropologists find themselves exploring the other animals and 
entities that they are entangled with as more than just “good to think with” for humans, but as 
co-constitutive to one another, and “studying contact zones where lines separating nature 
from culture have broken down” (Kirksey & Helmreich 2010: 546). By describing my project 
as a “multi-nature” fieldwork, I also mean to convey that it is a “multispecies” one, at once 
de-centering the human and entertaining the idea that both human and ‘nonhuman’14 entities 
are important in and of themselves, as well as in relation to others. The marine conservation 
practices that I attend to in this thesis all include human agency, but also a multitude of other 
agencies, following Anna Tsing’s notion that “human nature is itself an inter-species 
relationship” (2012: 144), I suggest that natures themselves are inter-species relationships. 
 
Chapter outline 
My first chapter concerns what I term overarching performances – rules, regulations, and 
guidelines imposed by state and federal actors and superimposed over the land-and-seascape. 
I take the regulations that I consider to be marine conservation practices themselves. By virtue 
of their universality, they act to guide human interactions with their environments. That is not 
to say that they necessarily succeed, as evidenced by the empirical example that I provide in 
the first part of the chapter. Here, a group of swimmers led by the head of a local marine 
conservation organization attempt to swim with wild dolphins in a protected bay. Until we 
were in the water, some of us were not even aware of the regulations that we were acting 
14 I agree with Eben Kirksey and Stefan Helmreich when they contend that “the category of nonhuman is also 
grounded in human exceptionalism” (Kirksey & Helmreich 2010: 555) and avoid its use in favor of other 
terms. 
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under – regulations which classified our behavior as deleterious to the dolphins we sought 
out, and perhaps even illegal. In this chapter, I ask how marine conservation regulations can 
be seen both as actants themselves in the rubric of actor-network theory, and performances 
that enact a specific nature. Selecting central regulations pertaining to our specific 
performance, I compare their similarities and suggest that they work in concert to enact an 
ontology where humans are at once the endanger-ers and beneficiaries of a nature-as-
resources, manifested in an enacted dolphin. I contrast this with another enactment of 
dolphins – dolphins of popular narratives. 
In the second part of the chapter, I attend to another intensely protected marine mammal, the 
whale. Here, I outline a central historical relationship that the inhabitants of Maui have had 
with whales, holding it up to another, contemporary relationship in order to explore their 
differences and similarities. Attending a Whale Day celebration which took place during the 
incipient days of my fieldwork, I look at how whales are enacted not only through 
regulations, but also in material and meaning – through both significance attributed to them in 
popular narratives, as well as through numerous material manifestations of whales on Maui 
and the ways in which they are simultaneously known and done. 
In the second chapter of this thesis, I retain my focus on regulations, but shift my position to a 
Natural Area Reserve. As a regular volunteer to the Reserve, I had ample time to observe and 
participate in its management and protection, providing me insight to its rules and regulations 
as well as the insights of its many visitors and employees. Following Gro Ween’s (2009) 
work on national parks in Norway, I am attentive here to the performers of management 
themselves as well as the documents and materials that also act to perform a nature. I look at 
the distinctions enacted in these actants’ performances, exploring the apparent paradox of 
protecting nature both from and for human use, as well as the frictions that this incongruity 
brings to light – and its ramifications to the Reserve's enactment of nature. 
In chapter three, I explore the relationships between volunteers to a marine conservation 
program and basking Green sea turtles on a Maui beach. The program, “Honu Watch”, was 
established by the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund to protect turtles from humans, but draws a crowd of 
its own as people gather on the beach during the sunset to watch the turtles “haul up” on to 
the shore and bask. Volunteers to the program are expected to watch over the turtles, as well 
as to provide information on them and their conservation to visitors. I examine how the Honu 
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Watch practice enacts a specific turtle and the entangled relationships present in this nature 
enactment. 
Chapter four takes place once again with the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund and with turtles – this 
time Hawksbill sea turtles. Here, I focus on a particular experience that I had with the “Turtle 
Transect Team”, another institution of the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund which calls for experienced 
volunteer divers to methodically comb the near-shore waters of Maui in search of specific sea 
turtles – turtles “in distress”, injured or entangled, and in this case also endangered Hawksbill 
sea turtles. In this example, we attempt to satellite-tag a Hawksbill sea turtle. We are joined in 
this endeavor by two marine biologists from the Department of Land and Natural Resources’ 
head office in Honolulu. In this chapter, I describe our performance and ask what happens to 
an enactment of nature predicated on predictive knowledge when things do not go as planned, 
illustrating at once the instability of predictions, practices, and relationships. 
In my final chapter, I conclude this thesis with a discussion of the inherent political aspects of 
these practices and likewise of the theoretical directions from which I have approached them 
during the course of this thesis. I ask how their ontologies are political, and what the 
implications of “a nature multiple” mean for marine conservation on Maui. I also return to the 
topic of domestication touched upon in the third chapter, reflecting over how marine 
conservation practices can be seen through an analytical prism of domestication. Concluding, 
I examine the advantages and disadvantages to the nature of my research and explore 
reflexive considerations. 
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1 Overarching marine conservation practices 
 
Part I: Dolphins 
Within the first week of my fieldwork, I was invited by some newfound friends to join them, 
along with the head of a local marine conservation organization, on a snorkeling excursion 
that would take us to the southwest of the island to swim with wild dolphins. Until we were in 
the water, I was unaware that this could be detrimental to the dolphins, not to mention illegal. 
Still, the head of the marine conservation organization assured me that our actions would pose 
no problems for the dolphins or ourselves. Not one to shy away from an opportunity to break 
the law, and already excited to be submerged in what was surely relevant to my nascent 
fieldwork, I joined them. Ironically then, I will begin this thesis on marine conservation by 
describing an attempt to transgress marine conservation regulations. It is precisely these 
regulations that I wish to attend to. 
In the parking lot of a gas station somewhere on Maui, we wait, our engine idling. The pre-
dawn sky is a deep blue, and I can still make out a few faint, frigid stars. In the bed of the 
pick-up truck, I shiver and tuck my head into the hood of my sweatshirt. It’s past 5 AM, and 
Oriana is late. 
Inside the cab, Anne Marie scans the radio, stopping at a loud reggae song which rumbles 
through the body of the truck, eliciting a wail of disapproval from Bella, her youngest 
daughter. “Oh, mum”, smiles Rose, rapping lightly on the back window. Next to her, her 
sister Fran appears to still be asleep. I am lucky, I think to myself – Anne Marie and her three 
daughters, together nicknamed The Mermaids for their enthusiasm for all things oceanic, were 
among the first people I met on my first day on Maui. Although originally from Wales, The 
Mermaids are volunteering at the Rainbow Surf Hostel where I am currently staying for the 
winter, in exchange for room and board. Now, only a week into my fieldwork, I have been 
invited to join them on a dive with Oriana, the head of local marine conservation organization 
Ocean Defender Hawaii, where we hope to encounter a pod of dolphins. Bella steps out of the 
truck: “I hope we’re not too late for them. I’m so excited!” She is fourteen, but we all share 
her excitement. None of us have ever been swimming with wild dolphins, and we are all 
interested in Ocean Defender Hawaii’s work on Maui. 
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 Ocean Defender Hawaii 
Prior to arriving on Maui, I had attempted to contact Oriana by email and telephone, inquiring 
about volunteer opportunities with Ocean Defender Hawaii and what they do on Maui, but 
never received a reply. From their website, Ocean Defender Hawaii tells me that they are a 
“Sustainable Lifestyle Global Movement geared towards protecting and restoring the health 
of ocean and marine communities” (Ocean Defender Hawaii n.d.). Online visitors are greeted 
with a dazzling slideshow of aquatic photographs and a variety of external articles and links, 
but it remains unclear to me what they actually do beyond this. They certainly have a large 
audience, if the over 200,000 ‘likes’ on their Facebook page (Facebook: Ocean Defender – 
Hawaii n.d.) is any indication. Another part of their website states that their mission is to 
“teach [saving the ocean] through compassion, arts, science, and actions. We inspire with 
Aloha, children and families to become conscious consumers and empowered citizens of the 
world in harmony with the Earth.” From this, I get the impression that Ocean Defender 
Hawaii is more of an attitude than an active organization. The vagueties of their website offer 
up more questions than answers. I am most concerned with their actions – how they “inspire 
with Aloha”. As much as I am interested in swimming with dolphins, this morning I am 
equally interested in finding out more about Ocean Defender Hawaii’s practices. 
 
Oriana 
“Aloha, welcome to Maui you guys!” A large black truck has pulled up next to ours and a 
small, tanned lady in an Ocean Defender Hawaii shirt is stepping down out of the cab, smiling 
warmly. “I'm Oriana! So nice to meet you.” We shake hands. I introduce myself as “Christian, 
the Norwegian anthropology student – I think I emailed you a couple of times before getting 
here.” Oriana smiles and gives me a hug, saying that she saw my emails and has looked 
forward to meeting me. She talks animatedly, telling us that she is very excited to dive with 
us, and if we hurry we'll have a great chance of swimming with the dolphins, which she 
consistently refers to as “wild”. Oriana tells us that this particular pod of dolphins is known to 
spend their mornings in a bay in the southwest of the island, “but they don't stay for too long, 
so if we want to swim with them we should hit the road!” She clambers back into her truck 
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and we follow suit, pulling out of the gas station’s parking lot behind her rumbling truck. 
Facing backwards and heading west, I can see the first rays of sunlight shooting out from 
behind Haleakala, the dormant volcano that makes up a large part of the island. 
As the head of a marine conservation organization on Maui, it makes sense that Oriana is 
accustomed with the behavioral tendencies of the (“wild”) dolphins. Without knowing with 
certainty whether they will be there, she can nevertheless predict that their presence is 
probable, based on their usual behavior. She speaks with authority and familiarity, stating that 
they are there almost every morning, “but they don't stay for too long”. She presumes their 
usual location at a specific time, in a specific place. In addition to being wild, these dolphins 
could also be described as “predictable”. Our entire trip today is based on this prediction – 
tenuous or not, it is a way of knowing a specific group of dolphins. 
 
The island 
On our drive, we pass through remarkably diverse terrain and two of Maui's largest towns, as 
well as the Wailea area of the island, replete with carefully manicured golf courses, resorts, 
and luxurious hotels. Wailea is a privately-managed resort area, and is somehow out of place 
amidst the particularly arid landscape of the southwestern part of the island (and perhaps a 
major culprit in its aforementioned aridity). After nearly an hour’s driving, we reach a rough, 
narrow road that snakes through a desert landscape of dry underbrush and sandy turn-offs. 
Rose turns to me, smiling:  “Supposedly the dolphins here are extra friendly. Oriana says they 
even like to play with people!” I smile back and say that all dolphins seem like that, at least 
from the television shows, movies, and aquarium productions that I know them from. “Yeah, 
but these ones are wild,” says Rose. 
The dolphins that I know, the ones from television shows like Flipper and Sea World 
productions that train dolphins to perform astonishing acrobatics (and aquabatics) with 
humans for applauding audiences, are part of a popular narrative of dolphins that I have been 
exposed to, grown up with. The Mermaids have also grown up with it – when I refer to 
aquarium productions like Sea World, Rose wrinkles her nose and says, “Oh, those are 
terrible. Me and Fran swam with dolphins at an aquarium once ... now I'm ashamed of it! I’m 
glad we realized how wrong it is to keep them like that. It's not natural...” Now, the Mermaids 
18 
 
are actively involved in marine conservation activities and resolutely against the captivity of 
dolphins and other animals. Anne Marie even sports a tattoo of the "Sea Shepherd" 
organization’s logo on her upper arm, a testament to her dedication to that organization’s 
sometimes-controversial practices and their hard stance against captivity. I wonder to myself 
how these wild dolphins will be different as we drive towards the bay where we hope to 
encounter and interact with them. 
It’s hard to see ahead of us from the back of the truck, and I am surprised when suddenly I am 
a mere few feet from the azure waters of the southwest coast on my right, resplendent and 
clear in the morning sun. A weather-worn sign by the road announces in fading lettering that 
we are entering the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve. Elated, I tell Rose and Fran (now 
awake) that I am going to volunteer there – I have been in touch with the Reserve regarding 
volunteer opportunities and unlike Ocean Defender Hawaii, they have replied promptly and 
positively. I look for an office, but see only a dilapidated trailer enclosed in a chain-link 
fence, lined at the top with barbed wire. What few trees there are here are dry and thorny, and 
the makeshift parking lot is almost empty. We drive on, and suddenly we are on the moon – 
or what looks like it. Surrounding the narrow and pothole-ridden road is an alien landscape of 
craggy volcanic rocks of various shapes and sizes, bounded by the ocean on our right and the 
sloping ascent of Haleakala on our left – and seemingly nothing else. Later, I learn that this 
lunar landscape comprises the remnants of the last lava flow to occur on Maui. From the bed 
of the truck, it looks spectacularly barren, it's inhospitable aura reinforced by a parade of “NO 
ENTRY” signs lining the road. “DANGER – UNEXPLODED ORDINANCE – DO NOT 
ENTER!” says one sign as we trundle past. As we reach the end of the lava flow and enter a 
copse of trees, I see the coast, once again close by. Our trucks stop, and Oriana walks over to 
ours. “We’re here! Now let's see if the dolphins are here too,” she says cheerily. She leads us 
along a rough trail, snaking through an intertidal area of sea-smoothed boulders and patches 
of white sand sloping into the ocean. We stop, as Oriana scans the horizon. “I don’t see any 
dolphins yet... but they always surprise me! Since we can't see them, this is as good a spot as 
any to get in,” she says, already in the process of putting on her snorkeling gear – long, green 
fins and a black diving mask with a matching snorkel attached. We have similar equipment 
with which to augment and enhance ourselves. The Mermaids and I scan the water – we don’t 
see any dolphins either, but Oriana seems optimistic. From land, we can only see the surface 
and look for disturbances in the otherwise fairly tranquil water - and can only guess what lies 
beneath it. Our expectation that we would see signs of the dolphins’ presence from the shore 
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was a prediction as well, informed by Oriana’s knowledge of their tendencies. Perhaps, I 
think to myself, these dolphins are less predictable than we take them to be. 
Together, we wade into the water, trying our best to avoid the sharp-spined sea anemones that 
cling to the rocks. Oriana’s flippers are the elongated kind associated with professional divers, 
affording her greater speed with the trade-off of requiring more power to kick through the 
water. When we are all out deep enough to tread water, Oriana tells us that it's not really 
permitted to swim with the dolphins - “but everybody does it.” A little shocked, I ask why it’s 
not permitted, and she replies that doing so disturbs their natural behavior. I wonder aloud 
why we are about to go and swim with them if we know this, but no one answers me. I 
persist: “Is it illegal? Are the laws enforced?” Oriana replies to the effect that 'the law is more 
to stop tourists... there's no law against swimming here', and 'what we are doing is essentially 
harmless. After all, we're here to help them.'15 And with that statement, she ducks under, her 
flippers propelling her gracefully through the gentle surf and into deeper waters, in search of 
the dolphins. We follow her, albeit with less grace. 
 
Regulations as actants 
Unbeknownst to me until Oriana mentioned them, there are in fact a plethora of regulations, 
guidelines, laws, codes, and acts related to our endeavor. For the sake of consistency, I will 
refer to them universally as regulations. These regulations are often pursuant to one another 
and still other regulations - they supersede and overlap, creating a legal landscape rife with 
loopholes and exceptions that can be difficult to navigate, let alone analyze. 
But between the lines, clauses, points, and paragraphs, these regulations outline a specific 
way of relating to nature. They regulate human interactions with the natural world – not just 
the bay itself, but the beings that live in its waters. Of these, this case is concerned with one – 
Spinner dolphins. The relationships defined by these regulations are characterized by 
distinctions – some activities are permitted, while others are frowned upon, even illegal, 
punishable by fines and jail time. Importantly, they are different. Some draw spatial 
distinctions, defining certain areas of the land and the sea as more protected than others. 
15 Throughout this thesis, there are many instances where I was not able to directly quote informants' dialogue 
due to the fact that I was not able to bring my trusty notebook into the water with me. This is the first of 
many, and in these instances I implement a single ' instead of the conventional ”. 
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Others draw behavioral distinctions, defining what is and isn’t OK to do when relating to 
marine life, in this case the dolphins. 
The tools of actor-network theory allow these regulations’ relationality to become clear. To 
take regulations as simply intermediaries (Latour 1999) that state “the way things are” would 
be to efface their importance as constitutive relational elements to other elements in a 
network. Referring instead to them as actants (Law 2009) implies instead that they are both 
symmetrical and relational – that they, along with other actants, work to constitute a reality 
instead of merely reflecting reality. The regulations that I refer to enact a certain (relational) 
nature through their stipulations and their applications. They perform knowledge in concert 
and divergently – central to this endeavor, their performance concerns the interspecies 
relationship of between the dolphins and us. 
In order to explore how these regulations act and enact, it behooves me to take them as 
performances themselves. These regulations are all a form of saying something, advising on a 
particular way of human conduct, particular relationships. The ones that I refer to in this 
example say something about how to relate to specific aspects of marine nature. Some, like 
the Marine Mammal Protection Act and the Marine Mammal and Sea Turtle “Code of 
Conduct”, as well as the Spinner Dolphin Viewing Guide, speak explicitly of (and enact 
explicitly) interspecies relationships. Others, like the rules of the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area 
Reserve, establish spatial boundaries and seek to limit human activities within these 
boundaries – that is not to say that these are not interspecies relationships – for humans far 
from the only actors involved within these boundaries. 
As performances, regulations can be analyzed like speech acts that operate over time. Their 
performance is in their name – they act, regulate, guide, and codify, and they are active until 
amended or abolished. Following John Law’s (and others’) proposal that “realities are 
produced along with the statements that report them” (2004: 38), these regulations are not 
merely reflections of specific interpretations of “Nature” and “Human Activity”, but 
enactments of them – of ontologies in which specific natures and specific versions of human 
activity (and interspecies relationships) are brought into being (or, more correctly, into 
becoming) through the performance of these regulations as acts themselves and their 
implementation by other actors – the state, and those responsible for the regulations’ 
enforcement. Thus, they are constitutive in two ways – as actants themselves, they have 
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agency in a relational network. As mediaries, they also are a knowledge performance – they 
both report and produce a reality. 
 
The Marine Mammal Protection Act 
The 1970’s were heralded as the “environmental decade” of the United States (Lindstrom 
2010: 25), ushered in by President Richard Nixon’s signing of the National Environmental 
Policy Act on the first day of the decade – January 1st, 1970. The same year, the 
Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) was formed, consolidating environmental programs 
from other parts of the United States government under one agency. From the EPA came the 
Marine Mammal Protection Act (MMPA) of 1972, likely in response to widespread public 
outcry in the United States over the killing of thousands of dolphins and porpoises in United 
States tuna fisheries, about which the United States government received more letters than 
any other issue of the time save the Vietnam war (Weber 2001: 125). Amended multiple times 
since its enactment, the MMPA remains a central policy document in the protection of 
dolphins, whales, seals, and other marine mammals16 by the United States government in 
national waters. 
The MMPA was innovative for its time in a number of ways. In addition to coming from a 
newly-formed, centralized federal agency instead of individual state-run programs, it was also 
the first conservation policy to shift the focus of conservation efforts from individual species 
populations to ecosystems made up of many different species. Prior to this, the effectiveness 
of marine conservation policy had been limited by its lack of regard for what is now a 
fundamental part of conservation biology – the relationality of nature(s) implicit in an 
ecosystems-based understanding. While this was not a novel idea at the time, previous 
policies had been premised on the conservation of individual species without official regard 
for the ecosystems that they were a part of, leading predictably to adverse unforeseen effects 
for other elements of the ecosystems these conserved species were part of. 
Another paradigm shift of the MMPA was the introduction and implementation of the term 
“optimum sustainable population”, whereas previous conservation and management 
16 A classification which remarkably includes polar bears, by virtue of the fat that they "primarily inhabit the 
marine environment" according to the MMPA (2007). 
22 
 
                                                 
regulations had used the term “maximum sustainable yield”. Although the difference may 
seem minor, it is nevertheless significant. “Maximum sustainable yield”, a term that most 
likely came into circulation within the fishing industry in the 1930’s in conjunction with a 
more mathematical approach to fisheries management17, refers to the maximum amount of 
biomass that can be harvested from a species population without impacting that population’s 
recovery for subsequent harvests, on an indefinite timescale. As such, it implied that, 
providing accurate calculations and predictions, the oceans were inexhaustible sources of 
resources for humans. The term has in subsequent years undergone considerable criticism for 
this and other reasons18. “Optimum sustainable population” was a shift in both scale and 
focus. Abstractly, it is a calculation of input and not output. Instead of predicting the resulting 
yield of a species, “optimum sustainable population” attempts to predict the productivity of a 
species within an ecosystem. The MMPA enacts a nature that is not inexhaustible, but is in 
danger of being irreparably damaged by “man’s activities”, and seeks to protect marine 
mammals without resorting to the terminology of fisheries management or the main goal of 
human consumptive use. In its ecosystems-based approach to conservation, it implies a nature 
that is constituted by numerous different species, enrolled relationally in ecosystems and 
habitats. 
In the “Findings” section of the Marine Mammal Protection Act, it is put forth that “marine 
mammals have proven themselves to be resources of great international significance, esthetic 
and recreational as well as economic, and it is the sense of the Congress that they should be 
protected and encouraged to develop to the greatest extent feasible commensurate with sound 
policies of resource management” (2007). These “resources”, and the enactment of nature to 
which they belong, are thus contextualized into human economic and political systems as 
entities that can be owned, managed, extracted, traded, renewed, replenished, depleted, and 
exhausted – and their depletion and exhaustion has led to scarcity and the need to adopt a 
management policy, centered around the MMPA. As resources, marine mammals’ value to 
humans is esthetic, recreational, and (importantly) economic – a topic that I will return to in 
the second part of this chapter. 
17 And often attributed to the Norwegian marine biologists Johan Gjort, Gunnar Jahn, and Per Ottestad. For 
more information, see (Gjort, Jahn, & Ottestad 1933). 
 
18 For an insightful discussion of these criticisms, as well as an account of how the term was implemented as a 
political tool by the United States during the second half of the 20th century, see (Finley 2011). 
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The MMPA’s focus is on the “take” of marine mammals – in this light, it is as much an 
enactment of nature as manageable and managed as it is an enactment of human relations with 
nature as manageable and managed. “Take” is defined in the MMPA as “to harass, hunt, 
capture, or kill, or attempt to harass, hunt, capture, or kill” - and "harassment” as: 
Any act that disturbs or is likely to disturb a marine mammal or marine mammal stock in the 
wild by causing disruption of natural behavioral patterns, including, but not limited to, 
migration, surfacing, nursing, breeding, feeding, or sheltering, to a point where such 
behavioral patterns are abandoned or significantly altered. (2007) 
Although marine mammals are figured anthropocentrically as resources, their use is not 
consumptive in the conventional sense of the word – far from it, the MMPA instead seeks to 
protect marine mammals from any potential disturbance by humans. Nowhere in the MMPA 
is it implied that “man’s activities” take place outside of nature – if anything, the MMPA 
enacts a nature inseparable from culture. It outlines (and outlaws) specific relationships that 
have proved deleterious to marine ecosystems that include whales, dolphins, and other marine 
mammals, and it has been largely amended to consider new relationships (commercial 
dolphin-feeding operations, for example). Although the MMPA does not address acceptable 
interspecies interactions except in its definition of unacceptable ones, it is best understood as 
a practice that enacts a nature where the considerable anthropogenic impacts of some human 
activities are acknowledged. A nature where ecosystems have been significantly disrupted by 
these activities, and a nature where human interactions with marine mammals are renegotiated 
through federal conservation and management policy. 
The Office of Protected Resources 
One of the governmental organizations that implement the MMPA is the National Oceanic 
and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA)’s Fisheries department – the NMFS. The NMFS’s 
Office of Protected Resources (OPR) is our destination – or rather, their website. On the 
OPR's website, a neat overview of the Spinner dolphin – one such protected resource – is 
presented (Office of Protected Resources 2014), defining the dolphin in terms of protection 
status, conservation efforts, a regulatory overview, taxonomic classification, species 
description, habitat and distribution, population trends, and threats. These organizational 
terms are channels through which to know the Spinner dolphin, accompanied by photographs 
and videos of Spinner dolphins “in action”. It is a different enactment of Spinner dolphins 
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than that of the MMPA, where Spinner dolphins are generalized as “marine mammals” in 
relation to the practices that have endangered them – the OPR’s website does Spinner 
dolphins through these channels of knowing – in their categorization and authoritative 
scientific comprehension of them. Here is a Spinner dolphin. This is what it does. These are 
its threats. 
The first threat listed on the OPR’s Spinner dolphin page is purse-seine commercial fishing 
practices. These practices have primarily been a threat to Spinner dolphins in the East 
Tropical Pacific (ETP) – one section of the enormous Pacific Ocean as divided by 
international convention. Purse-seine fishing is a method of catching certain fish, particularly 
tuna, which entails deploying massive nets capable of encircling entire schools of fish. These 
nets are then drawn closed like a coin purse (hence the name) and the catch is hauled up. 
Spinner dolphins are affected by this because they are often used by purse-seine fishing 
operations as indicators to the presence of Yellowfin tuna, due to an as-yet unexplained 
association between the two species, whereby schools of Yellowfin tuna often swim together 
with pods of dolphins. Because the dolphins need to surface in order to breathe from time to 
time, they are easily spotted, and have traditionally been “set on” by purse-seine fisheries. 
The dolphins are herded into a tight group by deployed speedboats and encircled by nets with 
the (usually correct) assumption that Yellowfin tuna are to be found swimming beneath them. 
The nets are hauled up with tuna and dolphin alike, leading to dolphins, along with other 
species (purse-seine nets don’t discriminate), becoming by-catch. Dolphins caught in purse-
seine nets are “entangled, injured, or stressed. Even with quick retrieval, marine mammals’ 
sensitive bodies and internal organs cannot usually withstand the weight of the catch or the 
impact of being placed on the vessel” (NOAA Fisheries 2014). Although still widely 
implemented by nations other than the United States, purse-seine fishing has been criticized 
since its inception as a practice in the early 1960’s, especially for its profoundly negative 
effect on dolphin populations – almost certainly an impetus for the MMPA, which specifically 
orders incidental dolphin kills associated with tuna fisheries to be reduced to “insignificant 
levels approaching zero”19. One could thus discuss the MMPA’s role as an actant in this 
specific context of tuna fisheries – it has certainly altered practices. The discourse on purse-
seine fishing is an ongoing and complex one with profound biological and social 
19 This was later redefined in a 1984 amendment to the MMPA as a quota of “20,500 dolphins” (2007). 
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ramifications for dolphins and humans alike. However, because it no longer directly affects 
Spinner dolphins in Hawaiian waters, this discourse falls outside the scope of my analysis. 
The second threat to Spinner dolphins on the OPR’s Spinner dolphin page, however, does not. 
It reads: “Interactions with tourists are a growing threat to the Hawaiian stock; because the 
species is active at night, daytime interactions with tourists inhibit necessary rest and sleep 
time.” (Office of Protected Resources 2014). 
This corresponds with the “Findings” section of the MMPA, although there is no element of 
doubt presented with the OPR website’s Spinner dolphin. The dolphins here take part in 
“interactions with tourists”, instead of simply being acted on by “man's activities” – still, both 
relations are characterized by negative results for their respective dolphins. Whether humans 
act on the dolphins of the MMPA or interact with the dolphins of the OPR, human-dolphin 
relations have so far been defined as intrinsically detrimental to the dolphins. 
Also on the OPR’s Spinner dolphin web page is a link provided to a Spinner Dolphin Viewing 
Guide developed by the NMFS, specific to Hawaii. This guide, a one-page color brochure, 
asks that people “please help wild dolphins stay wild” and warns that “irresponsible viewing 
and interactions can place both dolphins and humans at risk.” (NMFS, n.d.) 
The dolphins of the OPR’s brochure are wild, but require the help of humans to remain that 
way. The wildness of the dolphins and the presence of humans here seem at odds. One could 
argue that a complete separation between culture and nature is enacted in this concept of 
wildness, a trait only attainable through the absence of humans (cf. Cronon 1995). But where 
does this notion of nature come from? In the interest of staying close to my ethnography, I 
suggest that this separation is not complete. Rather, it is a relational based on avoidance – 
after all, the brochure presents a guide for interspecies interactions, although it mostly defines 
limitations to these. 
The dolphins of the brochure are enacted as potentially dangerous, as implied by the warning 
that their irresponsible viewing and interactions-with can not only place the dolphins but also 
humans at risk. A specific mode of interspecies interaction is provided in this document. 
Distinctions are drawn and enforced – wild dolphins can only remain that way without help, a 
help which we provide by keeping our distance, by respecting their wildness. The nature 
enacted here is not separate from culture at all – instead, certain relationships are encouraged 
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to mitigate the possible impacts that people can have on the dolphins – other relationships. 
Viewers are encouraged to follow the provided code of conduct for responsible dolphin 
viewing, which stipulates a distance of “at least 50 yards”, a time limit of “1/2 hour”, and 
states that people should “never attempt to swim with a dolphin”. Thus, the spatial, temporal, 
and behavioral aspects of this outlined relationship are defined. Dolphins, according to the 
brochure are “wild animals that should be treated with caution and respect”. How can there be 
a complete separation of nature and culture if the dolphins are to be treated in the first place? 
Instead, it is a relationship premised on caution and respect – both for human and dolphin 
interests alike. 
Although the brochure tells us that “approaching them disturbs their rest and social behavior”, 
it does not specify how. On the NOAA’s website for “Swimming with Wild Spinner 
Dolphins” (NOAA Fisheries n.d.), we are linked to an article by Dr. James Johnston, a 
cetacean researcher at the NOAA’s Pacific Islands Fisheries Science Center (Johnston 2006), 
which states that Spinner dolphins (Stella longisostris), the most common species of dolphin 
in Hawaiian waters, are nocturnal hunters. When night falls, they leave the sheltered bays and 
coves that they are most associated with in favor of open, deeper waters. They feed on small 
fish and invertebrates that occur in what is known as the mesopelagic boundary area – 
between some 600 and 3,000 feet below sea level. The dolphins don’t dive down to them – 
their prey comes to them, migrating vertically to inshore surface waters during the night. 
After a “hard day’s night”, the dolphins return to the shelter of near-shore waters and engage 
in extensive social behavior and rest. When they rest, Spinner dolphins enter a state of semi-
sleep where half of their brain is effectively “turned off” at a time. Resting in a pod, there are 
always a few dolphins that remain more awake in order to guard the others from threats. 
When these guardian dolphins perceive a threat, they alert the others, disrupting their 
necessary resting time and negatively impacting their energy budget. These disruptions may 
also cause the dolphins to relocate from their preferred resting waters, or to cease resting 
altogether. In addition to these short-term effects to dolphins by curious snorkelers, there are 
possible long-term implications, such as dependence on humans for food and decreased calf 
survival rates (Currey et al 2008).20 
20 There are a host of recent scientific studies on dolphin-human interactions and their effects - for interesting 
discussions related specifically to spinner dolphins in Hawai'i, see studies by Delfour (2007), (Timmel, 
Courbis, Sargeant-Green, & Markowitz 2008) 
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The OPR's viewing guide disbands the enactment of dolphins as I knew them from popular 
narrative. It plays on people’s conventional affection for them when it beseeches them, “if 
you care about them”, to “please don't closely approach or swim with wild dolphins”. Instead 
of friendly, curious, playful animals, their wildness is emphasized, but at the same time put at 
stake when they are interacted with outside of certain guidelines. These guidelines are 
informed by scientific studies and observations as well as predictions, and provide a mode of 
relating that is sensitive to the known adverse effects that irresponsible interactions can have 
on dolphins. They enact a nature that can be related to, but only with certain considerations. 
The mode of relating that the brochure suggests through its guideline is a detached “viewing”, 
careful to not disturb, harass, or even engage with the dolphins – understandable, given the 
gravity of the impact that irresponsible viewing has had on the Hawaiian stock. 
 
Swimming with dolphins, defenders, and mermaids 
In the water, we trail Oriana on what seems to be a directionless trajectory, an excursion 
around the coral heads and sandy openings of the bay in search of the elusive dolphins. 
Oriana is very knowledgeable about the marine life of Hawai'i – after all, she is the head of 
Ocean Defender Hawaii. She points to a sea turtle nestled in a nook in the reef, then signals 
for us to surface so she can explain to us how sea turtles often rest in caves and crevices to 
avoid predators. That they only need to surface to breathe once every ten or so minutes. Even 
Oriana’s breath-holding skills do not begin to approach that – and we are reliant on snorkels 
to breathe while still seeing underwater, with the help of our masks – without which we 
would be all but blind. There are schools of fish patrolling the reefs, colorful explosions of 
coral, swaying forests of kelp. I spot the silvery flash of a barracuda, darting out towards 
deeper waters. “Are there sharks here?” Asks Bella during one surfacing, her brow creased in 
worry. ‘It’s the ocean – of course there are sharks!’ Replies Oriana with a smile. ‘Maybe we'll 
see one. The poor guys are probably more frightened of us by now than we are of them...’ We 
tread water while we talk, maintaining buoyancy. ‘No dolphins yet – I'm surprised, they are 
here almost every morning. I swim with them all the time! The same ones too, usually.’ She 
faces the opening of the bay. ‘Where are you guys’ 
While I wait for the dolphins to materialize, I practice my diving technique. I can only hold 
my breath while swimming for a minute before surfacing. Oriana stays under for minutes at a 
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time, all the while swimming and expending precious oxygen. Her technique is skillful – she 
keeps her body streamlined. Her motions are fluid. She kicks with both flippers at once – she 
resembles nothing so much as a dolphin, I think to myself. 
Oriana tells us that from her experience, swimming with the wild dolphins of the bay has no 
negative impact on their behavior. Perhaps larger groups of people, or people who do not 
know how to interact with them, she explains, but not a smaller group of experienced 
swimmers. Interacting with the dolphins. As we tread water, I realize that I have no clue how 
to interact with them. So I ask. Oriana tells us that we should let them come to us, swim 
gently, smooth movements. The dolphins will approach, she says, if we don’t construe a 
threat. We must be careful not to make any sudden or violent movements. Our method of 
engaging with them is then somehow similar to the concept of “inter-patience” that Matei 
Candea proposes when he discusses how a group of researchers and the meerkats that were 
the focus of their study interacted with one another. Inter-patience, as Candea puts it, is a kind 
of alternative to the conventional dichotomy of relating with either engagement or 
detachment. It is a “mutual suspension of action” (2010: 10), patience being the “active 
cultivation of inaction” (2010: 10). Oriana says nothing about not touching the dolphins, or 
about maintaining a distance of 50 yards. Our approach to interacting with them is neither the 
harmful engagement discouraged in the regulations, or the detachment of avoidance that they 
instead recommend – although the brochure’s very existence acknowledges the fact that 
people do interact with them. We wait to for them to come to us, Oriana tells us. We are 
tinkering (Mol 2008) – attentive but tentative, experimental, provisional. Or approach takes 
into account the dolphins’ agency. We don't yet know how they will act – it is an inter-action 
of inter-patience. The prediction that we relied on to encounter dolphins here in the first place 
is suddenly less sure – perhaps, if they are even here in the first place, an excited gesture will 
frighten them away. We move carefully. 
Equipped with Oriana’s guidance, we now know how we will approach our attempted 
interaction with the dolphins of this specific, first-hand situation. It is certainly different than 
the ways of relating laid out in the dolphin protecting regulations – but then again, perhaps the 
dolphins themselves are different too. The natures enacted in the regulations are different – 
but they also form an “overlapping patchwork” (Lien & Law 2011: 82) of performed natures. 
This is what I mean when I refer to them as a “legal landscape” - the natures they know and 
do are different – but here, they seem to co-exist, despite discrepancies reflected in the 
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different phrasings of the regulations that enact them. Still, these regulations that are in effect 
where we are swimming do not render that area “regulated” in many ways. There are 
elements of unpredictability at work in the bay this morning – currents, the presence of other 
animals (including, of course, humans), visibility, ourselves, and the dolphins – which 
continue to evade our discovery as we swim in a loose formation, straining our eyes to see 
them in the far-off haze of deeper, further-out waters. 
There are also elements of prediction to this assemblage. Oriana’s knowledge of the dolphins 
informs us that they are often to be found at this certain time and place. Her knowledge of 
ocean conditions and dolphin behavior is fundamental to how we expect to become aware of 
and interact with the dolphins we are looking for. We have an idea of where to look, when to 
look, and how to look based on these predictions. They have a degree of certainty to them – 
Oriana is surprised (a surprise that is audibly turning to dismay) at their failure to meet 
her expectations.  
Back to the regulations: just as they seek to protect, they also predict. Dolphins’ associations 
with other species like Yellowfin tuna, their social habits, hunting, resting, breeding. Their 
predilection for certain places at certain times. Like the data used for meerkat behavior 
analysis in Candea’s article, this data too “began it's like in the fine-grained interpersonal 
knowledge by particular people of particular animals” (Candea 2010: 10). Knowledge like 
Oriana’s, of specific dolphins by a specific person. If the data that the regulations are based on 
was fine-grained at one point, it isn’t now. The regulations are clear, even explicit, in their 
universal validity in protecting all wild dolphins in Hawaiian waters. The predictive data has 
transformed – but has it transformed the dolphins? 
We swim for almost two hours, but see no dolphins – wild, transformed, or otherwise. Neither 
the dolphins of the regulations nor the dolphins performed by Oriana. ‘We came too late for 
them,’ laments Fran. We do, however, encounter two boats of tourists, presumably to whom 
the laws do apply, snorkeling and splashing around, a few hundred feet offshore of the coast. 
‘They're probably here to swim with the dolphins too. In fact, they probably scared them off.’ 
I ask Oriana why they are so far out to sea. ‘Commercial vehicles are not allowed within 500 
feet of the coast of this area. It’s a protected area... I think these boats are probably just at the 
border.’ As we are a good deal closer to them than to the shore, we swim out to get a closer 
look at them, and Oriana comments on the spectacle that they are making – loud colors and 
loud voices, splashing kicks, two motorboat engines idling. 
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Later, I discover that this 500-foot limit is part of the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve, 
which extends 500 feet out from the 3 miles of coastline that it encompasses. Outside of the 
Reserve, commercial vehicles can (and do) operate, bringing boats full of hopeful snorkelers 
eager to see wild dolphins up close. The distinction created by this regulation is spatial, even 
in the indefinite flux of the ocean, and it enacts a nature fragmented and distinguished by 
regulations and zoning, where certain activities are limited to certain areas. It is a “natural 
area” - if this is true, what lies outside of its borders?21 It is a sanctuary, bounded even as it is 
unbound-able – for its borders are fluid, literally, and we pass across them effortlessly. If we 
can traverse them at will, so can the dolphins. So too can the tourists from the boats, which 
idle as close to the borders of the Natural Area Reserve as possible to allow for tourists to 
swim in towards the bay where the dolphins, Oriana tells us, tend to congregate. So despite 
the fluidity of this enactment's distinctions – the borders, for example – they are still decisive 
to some actors. After all, there are consequences to breaking them – commercial operations 
can be fined, licenses can be revoked. 
In this ethnographic example, I have shown how regulations, taken both as actants themselves 
and as overarching marine conservation performances, enact natures. These practices are 
heterogeneous – they differ – but they also overlap. Combined, they enact a specific dolphin – 
a wild dolphin that is part of a relational nature informed by the logic of ecosystems and 
biodiversity. One whose populations have been negatively impacted by various human 
activities on different scales, from large-scale fishery practices and pollution to individual 
tourism interactions. The nature enacted is vulnerable, damaged, and thrown out of balance by 
the many human activities that have taken nature to be inexhaustible or immutable – that have 
perhaps seen nature as separate to culture. Instead, these regulations seek to change the way 
that humans relate to the nature they enact, and in our case dolphins they enact – by 
prohibiting certain activities and limiting others, attempting to mitigate the impacts that 
humans have had on dolphins, even reverse them. 
  
21 This question is explored in the second chapter of this thesis. 
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Superdolphins 
I have also described a dolphin that I have been familiar with – the dolphins of popular 
narrative. Although, following Arne Kalland, I refer to this as a “popular narrative” (Kalland 
2009), I find it prudent to note that what constitutes popular narrative varies from person to 
person, and as such presents difficulties in the assumption of its “popularity” or universality. 
In addition, I suggest that this narrative itself can be divided into two main parts. The first, the 
“popular” part, enacts dolphins through both stories of them portrayed on television, in 
popular media, and in aquarium shows22. The second part, the “scientific” narrative, enacts 
dolphins through scientific research which inform scientists and non-scientists alike, 
increasingly emphasizing dolphins’ intelligence and complex modes of social organization. 
An important aspect of this narrative enactment of dolphins is its relationality. Actor network 
theory tells us that narratives are not stable entities – they are made up of knowledge practices 
that merge the social and the scientific, and the contemporary narrative that I outline of 
dolphins is no different. Materiality and semiotics are entangled in a network of technologies 
and apparatuses, data, scientific studies, popular media portrayals, humans, and dolphins. 
These actants influence one another, changing the shape of the narrative as they themselves 
continually change and develop, are added and removed. Perhaps they can be compared to, 
even regarded as, ontologies – unstable, changing, sometimes conflicting, constantly 
becoming more or less real than others, sometimes existing uneasily side by side. 
Arne Kalland describes the cetaceans that emerge from popular narratives that he defines as 
superwhales – “by lumping together traits found in a number of different species, an image of 
a ‘superwhale’ has emerged” (Kalland 2009: 29)23. His idea of whales as a totem creature 
emerging from – or enacted by – a mixed narrative of various species resonates with me – like 
his superwhale, the “superdolphins” of the popular part of the narrative that I have been 
exposed to are both generalized and individualized. I think immediately of "Flipper", the 
dolphin that helped solve human problems on the popular and long-running television show 
of the same name. In reality, “Flipper” wasn't one dolphin, but was played by a number of 
dolphins throughout the show's existence. “He” wasn't even a he – with a few exceptions, the 
22 For one discussion on dolphins as portrayed in popular, non-scientific narratives, see (Fraser, et al 2006). 
 
23 In this chapter of his book, it seems that Kalland is himself guilty of lumping together traits found in a 
number of different species, as he hand-picks his narrative from stories of different species of cetaceans, 
including dolphins – a super-narrative. 
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role of “Flipper” was played by female dolphins – male dolphins, according to “Flipper”'s 
trainer, often accumulate scars from play or altercations with other males related to mating 
(O’Barry 2010). Nevertheless, “Flipper” was portrayed as a single, consistent dolphin, despite 
the multiple actors that played “his” role – it strikes me that in many ways, “Flipper” 
“himself” was a superdolphin, both individualized and generalized. 
The interspecies relationships that constitute the first part of the narrative of dolphins that I 
outline are comprised of portrayals of dolphins in television shows, popular media, and 
aquarium performances. They extol dolphins’ perceived virtues of friendliness, curiosity, and 
intelligence. Here, dolphins are enacted in interspecies relationships comprised of scripted 
interactions, performing choreographed shows in concert with trainers and solving human 
problems, receiving food and care in return. Captive dolphins are trained to interact with 
paying visitors to aquariums, performing stunts and swimming “with” visitors who are 
allowed in the tanks, similar to the aquarium experience that Rose recounted. These dolphins 
are presented as companions to people, at once intelligent and dependent on humans – or at 
least happy to serve them. Behind the cameras and viewing tanks, dolphins are trained 
rigorously and held in captivity until their services are needed. While this does not 
automatically imply that they are not cared for or loved, it is nevertheless a relationship 
whereby humans exercise control over dolphins, removing them from their natural habitats 
and replacing them with (often poorly) simulated environments. Oftentimes, this captivity is 
premised on “educational” or “conservation” reasons – organizations that keep dolphins refer 
to their educational value and the importance of this education in dolphins’ continued 
conservation. This is a dubious claim, as evidenced by a number of studies which suggest that 
the underlying incentive for keeping captive dolphins is often equally economic (Desmond 
1999), and that the educational experience is negligible and often provides incorrect or 
superficial information to aquarium visitors (Barney, Mintzes, & Yen 2005). 
This second, “behind the scenes”, scientific part of the dolphin narrative I outline is becoming 
increasingly well-known, influencing “popular” enactments of dolphins. Recent scientific 
studies have focused on the complex social arrangements and communicative abilities of 
dolphins. They have shown that dolphins are able to transfer learned behaviors to their 
progeny and to other dolphins – one recent study has even contended that behavioral 
specialization such as tool use in foraging linked to specific habitats has altered the genetic 
structure of some dolphins – one of the first examples of “cultural hitchhiking”, where 
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cultural transmission has affected the biological make-up, in any animal other than humans 
(Kopps et al 2014). These enactments of dolphins do not stay confined in laboratories and 
scientific quarterlies – they are translated to more accessible mediaries of documentaries, 
articles, and websites. They also inform conservation practices – Ocean Defender Hawaii’s 
Facebook platform, for example, often refers to recent scientific studies of dolphins in their 
pitches for releasing dolphins from the captivity of the first part of this popular dolphin 
narrative (Facebook: Ocean Defender – Hawaii 2013). It recounts, as well, the "Findings" 
section of the MMPA, informed by scientific studies that have acknowledged the negative 
impacts that certain human activities have had on dolphins and other cetaceans, as well as the 
“threats” section of the OPR's website. Through both scientific studies and their translations 
into more accessible stories – and conservation practices – people are exposed to another side 
of the narrative enactment of dolphins. 
By outlining a narrative enactment of (super)dolphins as comprised of multiple co-
constitutive elements, I have shown how scientists and non-scientists alike are informed by 
enactments of dolphins as they emerge in both popular media, aquarium shows, and scientific 
studies that often premise a resistance to captivity practices. Taking popular narrative to 
simply refer to non-scientific portrayals of varying species dolphins in music, literature, and 
film (cf. Kalland 2009) is to underestimate the people that supposedly subscribe to this 
narrative as uninterested or uninformed by scientific research, and simultaneously to ignore 
the fact that narratives are not stable, immutable entities – like the enactments that they 
perform, they are constituted by relational entanglements of knowledges, ideas, perspectives, 
and things, both scientific and social. 
The marine conservation regulations that I have attended to refer to interspecies relationships, 
between humans and dolphins. They outline specific ways of relating to dolphins, outlawing 
or discouraging others. These regulations, as I have shown, are informed by scientific studies 
and social opinions – in short, by narratives of dolphins and humans. The nature enacted by 
them is far from inexhaustible – it is understood as a network of ecosystems and different 
species, including humans, where human activities have largely had negative impacts on the 
whole. Human activities are central – all of the regulations place humans at the center of the 
story. It is human agency that has disrupted, depleted, and endangered the nature that they 
enact, and human agency that is responsible for its remedy, repair, and reconciliation – in part 
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through the regulations themselves, but also through practices of management and responsible 
interaction that they advise. 
Our attempt to swim with the dolphins constituted a circumvention of the regulations put in 
place to protect them – and a transformation of the relationships provided by the regulations. 
Oriana, the head of Ocean Defender Hawaii, claimed that our interaction with them would not 
be harmful to the dolphins – she had often swum with them, interacted with them, and could 
predict their presence with some certainty (although evidently not enough). I took her 
assertions to be authoritative. Now, perhaps informed by some of the scientific studies that I 
have referred to above (and have pored over during the writing of this thesis), I am less sure. 
As it turned out, however, the hypothetical dolphins remained elusive to us. Perhaps the 
tourist boats frightened them away as Oriana suggested. Perhaps we were too late for them. 
Or, perhaps they had selected a different bay in which to rest, their behavior altered by 
irresponsible interactions like the one we attempted.  
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Part II: Whales 
Dolphins are not the only marine mammal present in Hawaiian waters. Nor are they the only 
ones enacted in a specific way by the overarching marine conservation practices of 
regulations. Each year, the waters of Maui are visited by Humpback whales, migrating over 
3,000 miles from the north Pacific coast of Canada and Alaska to breed and give birth in the 
warm, protected waters between the Main Hawaiian Islands. This migration takes place over 
two months, the whales typically beginning to show up in November and staying well into 
April. By no means does their arrival go unnoticed by people on Maui - “whale season”, they 
call it. The Humpback whales are welcomed with great fanfare, and celebrated not just during 
“their” season, but year-round. Whale-watching cruises, which make up a significant part of 
Maui’s tourism industry, are prolific. So are the whales – it is not uncommon to see them 
from land, especially while driving on the coastal roads of the island. There are even 
designated “whale-watching” turn-offs – during “whale season”, these turn-offs are often 
filled with rental cars and ooh’ing and ah’ing tourists, keen to catch a glimpse of a whale as it 
breaches. Truly, the whales are everywhere – not just in the water, but on murals and 
postcards, local art, decorating shop windows, even painted on boats and buildings. 
Maui has not always had such a benevolent relationship with whales. In the 19th century, 
Hawai'i was one of the main nexuses of the global whaling industry, and its main harbor was 
situated in the town of Lahaina. At that time, Lahaina was the capital of the kingdom of 
Hawai'i, and the Lahaina docks teemed with whaling vessels manned by foreigners and 
Hawaiians alike (Lebo 2010). Whaling has even been described as “the first capitalistic 
venture which truly involved the Hawaiian people” (Simpson & Goodman 1986: 93). The 
practice of whaling’s arrival in Hawaii brought a lucrative industry and had profound effects 
on its society – to the extent that Mark Twain, on his visit to the Hawaiian Islands, wrote of 
Honolulu that, “shorn of [whaling] this town would die – its business men would leave and its 
real estate would become valueless” (as cited in Grove Day 1975: 87)24. Whaling introduced 
new technologies, trades, and markets to the islands – after all, the sailors involved in whaling 
operations did not only require provisions for the time they spent docked or for their 
expeditions in nearby waters, but also for their long forays into the whaling waters of the 
24 Of Maui, Twain famously wrote “I never spent so pleasant a month before, or bade any place good-bye so 
regretfully ... I went to Maui to stay a week and remained five. I had a jolly time. I would not have fooled 
away any of it writing letters under any consideration whatsoever.” (as cited in Grove 1975: 113) 
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Northern and Southern Pacific. Although whaling’s prominence in the Hawaiian Islands 
swiftly dwindled with the discovery of petroleum reserves in Titusville, Pennsylvania in 1859, 
the agencies of whales continue to effect human activities on Maui. It persists today – albeit 
framed differently. The island’s legacy of whaling has become one of whale-watching. 
Now, during “whale season”, the docks of Lahaina teem with not whaling vessels, but whale-
watching vessels. There are whaling museums, statues, even a reconstructed “Whaler's 
Village” on Maui. Whales are venerated, and their celebration is evident across the island. 
The aforementioned whale-watching operations attract hundreds of thousands of visitors each 
year, and the NOAA’s website tells us that they account for an approximate twenty million 
dollars in annual revenue (NOAA National Marine Sanctuaries, Whale Watching in Hawai'i 
2013). This is one way, perhaps the main way, in which whales are done on Maui today. 
Here, they remain economic resources – the difference is that it is now their protection, rather 
than their consumption, that this economic value depends upon. 
Like the Spinner dolphins of the previous example, Humpback whales, the ones most 
common during “whale season”, are also protected by the MMPA as “resources of great 
international significance, esthetic and recreational as well as economic” (2007). They 
certainly are for whale-watching operations on Maui, to the extent that operations typically 
offer refunds for customers who do not see whales on their trips – in short, their earnings are 
dependent upon the whales. Upon their abundance, as well as the prediction that they will 
return each “whale season” being correct. 
In addition to the MMPA, Humpback whales enjoy the existence of the Hawaiian Islands 
Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary, which spans some 1,400 square miles of inter-
island shallow ocean from the sea level to 600 feet deep. Established by the United States 
government in 1992, the HIHWNMS (or just Sanctuary, from now on) provides Humpback 
whales with an extra layer of protection from human activities. Through co-management 
between the State of Hawai'i and the NOAA, the Sanctuary provides “inter-agency 
coordination and comprehensive protection through education, science, and outreach support. 
Additional resource protection is necessary to ensure the long-term recovery and continued 
vitality of Humpback whales and their habitat”, this according to the NOAA’s website 
(NOAA National Marine Sanctuaries, FAQs 2013). Humpback whales and their habitat have 
been damaged, and require protection and a Sanctuary to recover. 
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As I mentioned earlier, Humpback whales are predicted seasonally. The Humpback whales’ 
arrival to the island and the beginning of “whale season” is marked by a “Whale Day” 
celebration, an all-day event hosted by the Pacific Whale Foundation (PWF). The PWF is a 
non-profit organization that works with whale conservation, remunerating peer-reviewed 
scientific studies, hosting educational activities for children and through eco-tourism – you 
guessed it, whale-watching. The Whale Day celebration takes place at the Kalama Beach Park 
in Kihei, one of the larger towns on Maui – and one where the whales are visible from the 
shore, as well as in the streets and shops. Opened by “Maui’s Parade of Whales”, the event is 
participated in my local musicians, artists and artisans, business-owners,  as well as 
conservation organizations and attracts thousands of visitors each year – 18,000 in 2012, with 
an expected 25,000 in 2014. On a hot and sunny Saturday morning in 2013, I was one of 
those visitors. What follows is a brief account of Whale Day as I saw it. 
 
Whale Day 
Because of The Mermaids’ morning duties around the hostel, it's already half past ten when 
we arrive in Kihei. We’ve missed the parade but if the trafficked roads and crowded 
sidewalks are any indication, not the celebration. Miraculously finding a parking spot adjacent 
to the not-quite-life-sized-but-still-pretty-big statue of a breaching Humpback whale that 
decorates the park’s entrance, I size up the festival. The beach park has been transformed into 
a veritable carnival – makeshift fencing decorated with colorful banners and advertisements 
depicting the ubiquitous Humpback whale have been set up around a collection of tents and 
stands. Colorful flags flap in the wind above us and the sound of children’s laughter emanates 
from an inflated bouncy castle. Together with The Mermaids, I line up to enter the grounds, 
along with a throng of other people. Music blares from a stage in one corner of the park, 
where onlookers sit on the grass and somehow manage to enjoy the jarringly happy sunshine 
reggae so popular on Maui. My friends decide to stake out a picnic spot, leaving me to 
explore. My immediate observation is that there seem to be as many food tents as there are 
people – but not as there are whales, which come in every shape and size today. There are 
inflatable whale pool floats, plush whale toys, posters and postcards depicting whales, whale 
paintings, and elaborate hand-carved wood sculptures of – and I hope you’re sitting down for 
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this – whales. A child scurries past my knees, a whale-shaped popsicle clutched in her hand, 
dripping syrup. 
The list goes on, but I believe my point is clear – like the alligators of Laura Ogden’s 
ethnography of the Everglades of Florida, this multitude of cetacean-shaped materials attests 
to their central role in Maui's tourist economy (Ogden 2011:134). Of course, a lot of these 
materials can be found outside of the Whale Day celebration grounds as well, even outside of 
“whale season”. Moving through the sea of people (and whales!), I am surprised at how few 
information stands there are – until I find a cluster of them corralled into a small enclosure in 
the corner of the park opposite the stage, designed by a banner as the “ECO ALLEY – Green 
Living Displays”. I gravitate towards the Eco Alley. 
 
The Eco Alley 
Perusing the abundance of signs and displays presented, I am struck by how many causes 
these organizations represent. The natures that they suggest seem in desperate need of 
attention, of protection. Among signs proclaiming “Hawaiian Monk Seal – critically 
endangered!!” “Maui Invasive Species Committee – stop the silent invasion”, and “Protect 
our reefs! Hawai'i Reef Fund”, I find a stand prominently displaying the PWF’s logo – the 
two flukes of a diving whale’s tail. 
A girl in a t-shirt bearing the same logo greets me with a friendly “Aloha!” and asks if I am 
interested in becoming a friend of the festival. We begin talking, and I find out that this 
entails a considerable monetary donation and warrants a free t-shirt. I abstain politely from 
contributing at this moment, and instead ask about volunteering. At this point in my 
fieldwork, I am still open to any opportunity to get closer to practices, and to whales. She 
promptly hands me a flyer and tells me that I can find about volunteer opportunities at the 
visitor center, they’d be happy to accommodate my questions. I ask her how she began 
volunteering, to which she replies that she has been vacationing on Maui since she was a 
child. “It’s like my second home now – it's also a second home to these whales. Many of them 
have been coming here since they were kids – in fact, a lot of them are natives!” She tells me 
that she has had a life-long fascination of them, that “they are as much a part of Maui as 
anything else. Maybe more!” 
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This is evident to me in their prominence – they are all around me, and from what I have seen 
from the shores, all around the island, swimming in its waters. They have a day, even a season 
– I note that she does not distinguish them as part of nature, or culture – simply “Maui”. She 
tells me that in addition to seeing the whales, you can hear them – they “sing”, in her words. 
Their songs are intricate, and geographically specific – “They sing a specific song for Hawai'i. 
It's like they know they're here! I like to think that they are singing for us, and we just don't 
understand them yet. Just a second -” I consider this while she attends to another visitor, 
handing them a brochure and answering their questions. Presently, she returns her attention to 
me: “So if you’re interested, I’d recommend visiting the PWF offices, or the Sanctuary’s 
visitor center just up the road. Next time you’re in the water, listen for the whale songs!” She 
darts off to talk to a new visitor. 
 
Whale songs 
That whales sing is a misnomer – (male) Humpback whale vocalizations have frequently been 
compared to songs, and the whales themselves as “inveterate composers” (Roger Payne, cited 
in Milius 2000), but the reasons for their vocalizations are not yet known. The volunteer that I 
spoke with liked to imagine that the whales were, in effect, performing for us. This strikes me 
as improbable, but there are certainly performances going on – by both whales and humans. 
Through imaginings about their ‘songs’, Humpback whales are being done. It’s not strange 
that people pay attention to them – during “whale season”, Maui's waters almost reverberate 
with them, conducted with ease through the medium of water. Partially because their purpose 
is not yet understood, whale vocalizations are ascribed significance. And not just the 
somewhat anthropocentric notion that they are being ‘sung’ to us – they have even been 
recorded and sent into space – in 1977 they were featured on the Voyager Golden Record as 
part of a collection of sounds from Earth, a “bottle into the cosmic ocean" (NASA Jet 
Propulsion Laboratory n.d.). Evidently, Humpback whale vocalizations were deemed 
significant enough to be included on a record documenting sounds from Earth, meant for 
hypothetical aliens to hear.  In this way, whales are performed through interpretations of their 
songs, and the attribution of significance to them. They are done by sound. 
  
40 
 
“Life’s a Breach and Then You Dive” 
A few weeks later in my fieldwork, I attended a lecture held by researcher Dr. Rachel 
Cartwright, head of the “Keiki Kohola Project”. This project, according to their website, 
“aims to provide information on humpback whale calf behavior and development that will 
ensure effective management of these nursery waters.” (The Keiki Kohola Project 2008) The 
word “keiki” means “young one” in Hawaiian - “kohola” is the Hawaiian term for whale. The 
lecture was titled “Life's a Breach and Then You Dive”, and was held in conjunction with the 
Hawai'i Institute of Marine Biology at the Sanctuary's visitor center. 
 
March 27th, 2013 – Kihei 
At just past six o'clock in the evening, the lecture hall of the Sanctuary’s visitor center is cool 
with the evening breeze drafting through its windows. Amongst an eclectic crowd of maybe 
eighty people ranging in age from children to seniors, I find a seat as Dr. Cartwright sets up 
her PowerPoint presentation. As the lights go down, so does the din of the crowd, and Dr. 
Cartwright begins her presentation, thanking everyone for attending. The presentation this 
evening is about her recent findings on humpback whale calf behavior in the waters of the 
Sanctuary, as well as the impact of boat traffic on these “keiki kohola”. Geared towards both 
whale-knowledgeable enthusiasts and curious-but-inexperienced attendees like myself, the 
presentation strikes a balance between dense, statistical information and “lay terms”. 
Cartwright talks about “getting to know whales” through comparative data from Alaska 
(where she has also done research), as well as through the long-term observation of specific 
whales. She asks us to think of juvenile whales' behavior like that of teenagers: “feisty, 
erratic, rambunctious”, and presents her research group's findings and theories on why whales 
breach – an activity, she tells us, that is much more common in breeding grounds than it is in 
feeding areas, like the Alaskan waters that she’s observed them in, “although we don't know 
why they do it yet – like vocalizations, we haven't figured it out”. Part of her presentation 
takes the form of pictures – photographs of breaching whales and calves in the water, often 
accompanied by adult females. On the Keiki Kohola Project website's “Keiki Gallery” page, 
there are plenty more – in fact, not only is there a gallery of calves, but visitors are invited to 
“adopt a baby whale”. In exchange for a monetary contribution, adopters get to “choose the 
name of your baby whale!”, as well as receiving a framed print of the photograph used to 
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identify the calf in question – a creative way of garnering both research funding (which all 
proceeds directly go towards) and interest and involvement in the calf’s conservation, as well 
as that of Humpback whales at large. 
After the presentation, Dr. Cartwright opened for questions. A few hesitant hands went up: “A 
lot of the time when I'm out paddle-boarding during whale season, I see other paddle-boarders 
getting right up close to the whales. Is this harmful to them?” one man asked. A murmur from 
the crowd gave me the impression that this man was not alone in having observed this 
phenomenon. I had seen it too, or at least the pictures that paddle-boarders and kayakers 
posted online, close-up photographs of whales either alone or calves with adult whales. Dr. 
Cartwright responded to the effect that not only was this practice illegal vis-a-vis the 
regulations of the MMPA and the Sanctuary, but it could also be detrimental to the whales – 
not to mention dangerous to humans. “We know this,” said Dr. Cartwright. “Humpback 
whales are enormous creatures, up to fifty feet long and weighing up to forty tons. Of course 
people shouldn’t attempt to approach them – and we know that vessel traffic is one of the 
main human causes of whale mortality. A good rule of thumb is to follow the guidelines of 
the Sanctuary – that's why they’re there!” Out of time, the presentation ended there. I hurried 
up to the podium to thank Dr. Cartwright, making sure to jot down her e-mail address in case 
I had any questions. 
The “Life’s a Breach and Then You Dive” presentation was a way of doing Humpback 
whales with the goal of furthering their protection and conservation – it was a conservation 
practice, part of a larger project engendered by the Sanctuary. By engaging with people in a 
way that catered to those who weren’t scientifically familiar with the specifics of Humpback 
whales as well as to more scientifically knowledgeable members of her audience, Dr. 
Cartwright’s presentation sought to bring attendees closer to an enactment of whales that 
emphasized their complexities – the intricate relationships they had to one another, the large 
tracts of ocean that they moved through, and the threats that they faced – threats that the 
Sanctuary worked to mitigate. Through both materials of scientific inquiry – cameras, 
tracking devices, and computers – and materials of translation – photographs, charts, graphs, 
and statistics, attendees to the presentation were presented with an enactment of Humpback 
whales. Here, then was a way to know whales – through ongoing scientific research that 
sought to understand the complexity of whale behaviors, in the interest of their conservation. 
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Native whales 
The volunteer at the PWF tent during Whale Day referred to whales as “natives” and as “part 
of Maui”. Here, I am not interested in contesting her statement, but rather in pausing for a 
moment to think about the whales that she enacts. As a member of an organization that 
practices marine conservation in a variety of ways – not in the least through education, which 
is arguably what she was doing when we spoke – her enactment of whales as both intrinsic to 
Maui as a place and as natives is interesting as part of a marine conservation practice, albeit 
not as direct one as others I attend to in the chapters that follow. To this volunteer, whales are 
clearly not simply “good to think with” – they are just as constitutive of Maui as it's human 
inhabitants, in accordance with Helen Verran's notion of a “people-place” (Verran 2007). This 
term is useful because it “reminds us that places are constituted through human activity, and 
that people and places can therefore not be separated from one another.” (Ween 2009: 104, 
my translation). However, it falls short in my fieldwork, evidenced here by the volunteer’s 
notion that it is not just human activity that constitutes a place, but whale activity as well – 
perhaps Maui is a “whale-place” in addition to a people-place, but what then are the dolphins 
of the previous example, or the myriad of other entangled life forms that constitute Maui? The 
whales enacted here are far from those of the regulations that protect them, which enact them 
as resources similar to earlier, whaling-industry enactments. Good to think with, good to eat. 
Good to watch, perhaps. The whales that the volunteer spoke of were parts of Maui, even 
native to Maui. As such, their enactment is perhaps more in keeping with the ontology of the 
Kumulipo, which emphasizes the relationship of kinship between entities in the world as it 
pertained to ancient Hawaiians, without resorting to a separated dichotomy of nature/culture.  
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Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have outlined some fundamental marine conservation practices, those of 
regulations. I have shown how dolphins, whales, humans, and their environments are not 
stable entities that merely fit inside the categories provided by (and within) these regulations, 
but instead are shifting, relational elements of performed natures, known and done differently 
by different practices and constituted by a variety of knowledges and performances by 
humans, whales, dolphins, and other materials. I have attended to these actors and actants, and 
the variety of meanings attributed to them. I have also attended to the large-scale marine 
conservation practices that overarch and overlap the rest of the practices that I explore in the 
remainder of this thesis. 
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2 The 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve 
 
In the second chapter of this thesis, my scale remains large, and my focus on the ways in 
which regulating areas creates distinctions and enacts natures. Here, I look at the practices of 
the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve using some of the same tools of the previous chapter 
– participant observation, an actor-network theory methodology, and performances as the 
level of analysis. What follows is my experience of working as a volunteer at the Reserve. 
A few weeks after arriving on Maui, I officially signed up with the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural 
Area Reserve (NAR) as a volunteer. After a brief tour of the Reserve and a cursory crash-
course in its regulations and guidelines, I was put to work as an interpretive guide, charged 
with answering questions and explaining the significance of the reserve's biological life and 
cultural sites to visitors. My other duties included collecting and removing garbage and 
marine debris and ensuring that the regulations of the Reserve were upheld. This, I thought to 
myself, was a great way to participate in marine conservation as practiced by the Reserve 
through its volunteers “as …. representative[s] of the state of Hawaii Department of Land and 
Natural Resources” ('Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve n.d.), and get in touch not only with 
other volunteers but with visitors to the NAR. It also proved a great opportunity to examine 
the relational ontologies enacted in the practice of creating and sustaining a Natural Area 
Reserve. 
 
The 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve 
The Natural Area Reserves System is a state-wide program in Hawaii, created by Hawai'i's 
Legislature in 1970 to “preserve in perpetuity specific land and water areas which support 
communities, as relatively unmodified as possible, of the natural flora and fauna, as well as 
geological sites, of Hawai'i” (Division of Forestry and Wildlife 2014a). Designated in 1973, 
'Ahihi-Kina'u was the first of these reserves, and remains the only one on Maui to include 
marine resources within its 1,238 acres of land and 807 acres of ocean. 
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After the construction of a road and the subsequent improvement of this road, the Reserve is 
no longer difficult to access. From Kihei, a densely populated and sprawling town on the 
southwest coast of the island, one only needs to drive south through the privately managed 
residential area of Wailea, continuing on the same road through the Makena State Park until it 
reaches the coast at 'Ahihi Bay. From there, the road snakes along the coast past a parade of 
waterfront homes in various stages of development, until it reaches the Reserve. As the 
Reserve is quite popular with visitors, this one-lane road is often congested with parked or 
slowly moving cars belonging to eager snorkelers and picnickers, or to construction and 
maintenance crews and distressed home-owners living on the edge or inside of the Reserve in 
a handful of expensive, expansive, and secluded homes that constitute the “private 
inholdings” of the Reserve, incorporated into its boundaries. This same road continues 
through the Reserve, ending at Makena Stables, where it is fenced off from public access. 
As a Natural Area Reserve established, according to the summarial version of its Management 
Plan, “to protect the best representative samples of intact ecological and geological systems in 
the state” (Natural Area Reserves System 2012a), but one still at least partially open to 
visitors, there are regulations on human behavior that volunteers are expected to uphold. 
These include total prohibitions on hunting and fishing (“poaching”, in the words of its Draft 
Management Plan) and on bringing hunting or fishing equipment into the reserve, as well as 
removing anything from the reserve, and harassing or damaging marine life. This marine life 
includes, but is not at all limited to, Spinner dolphins, who can usually be seen in the early 
mornings in the bays of the Reserve. Or so they say. 
 
“Highly protected”, “heavily visited” 
While the Reserve is not designed to accommodate visitors – it has poor parking facilities, 
spotty cell phone reception, dangerous trails, its coastal area has no lifeguards, and road 
access is treacherously narrow – it receives many, eager to see the most recent lava flow on 
Maui, which the Reserve protects from its source to the sea, or to snorkel in the especially 
healthy reefs of its waters, which were surveyed in 2007 by the Division of Aquatic 
Resources and were said to be the only surveyed reefs  that were not showing signs of 
deterioration overall (Division of Aquatic Resources 2007). To mitigate “the recent 
unmanaged over-utilization of ‘Ahihi-Kina’u’s resources” and the “considerable impacts to its 
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unique natural assets” (Division of Forestry and Wildlife 2005: 1), steps have been taken both 
to keep visitors away from areas of the NAR, as well as to accommodate their impact better – 
porta-potties have been set up on the eastern and western sides of the Reserve, garbage cans 
have been placed, and a volunteer program was initiated. 
 
Partial closure 
In 2008, large parts of the Reserve were closed to the public, including popular diving and 
hiking sites. This closure was scheduled to end in 2010, but during my time as a volunteer 
there in 2013, it was still in effect. The reason for the closure was to protect 
The surrounding reef systems [which] shelter a complex assemblage of organisms, most of 
them endemic to the Hawaiian archipelago. Fragile and imperiled anchialine pools, housing a 
high diversity of rare Hawaiian shrimps, are protected within this Reserve and are off-limits 
for their own protection. (Division of Forestry and Wildlife 2014b). 
Anchialine pools are enclosed bodies of water with a connection to the ocean. The Hawaiian 
islands holds the largest concentration of these pools on the planet, and the anchialine pools 
inside the 'Ahihi-Kina'u NAR are “the most biologically intact examples of anchialine 
resources in Hawaii containing a very distinct assemblage of aquatic fauna, most of which are 
very rare, endemic, fragile, and endangered by human activities” (Division of Forestry and 
Wildlife 2005: 1). These pools have their own unique ecosystems - “housing a diversity of 
rare Hawaiian shrimps” among other crustaceans, fish, and eels. 
When I asked Sarah, the head of the Reserve during my tenure there as a volunteer, why such 
large parts of the Reserve were still closed, she told me, 
When they closed it in 2008, I think they realized what a good idea it was to keep it that way … 
even if we opened parts up, like the pools, we don't have the resources to staff them … but this 
is a Reserve, not a park. It's not meant to be for people to just use, it's meant to be reserved 
from them! 
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A Cultural Landscape, a Natural Area 
In addition to the anchialine pools and reefs of the Reserve, it also “protects cultural sites 
within its boundaries. Several sites, including burial caves and ancient fishing villages are 
known to exist within the NAR” (Division of Forestry and Wildlife 2005: 7). Although my 
project concerns itself more with the marine conservation practices of the Reserve, these 
cultural sites are nonetheless significant – the Reserve as a whole is referred to as a “cultural 
landscape”, defined as 
The entirety of the landscape, the physical history, and living connections to the place and 
past. As defined by the World Heritage Center, cultural landscapes are distinct geographical 
areas or properties that uniquely represent the combined work of nature and man (UNESCO 
2008). (Natural Area Reserves System 2012b) 
 
Touring the Cultural Landscape 
On occasional tours of the off-limits sites of the Reserve for education purposes or the 
removal of garbage that had somehow made its way there, I was shown traces of the area's 
past settlements. These were ancient paths leading to the ruins of fishing villages, temples, 
homes, and structures for storing fishing canoes and catch. These pre-contact settlements are 
thought to have occurred between 1000 and 1400 AD, parts of ahupua'a, divisions of the 
island that included both shoreline and upland areas. These sites had remained relatively 
intact since the partial closer of the Reserve, I was told, and its continued closure ensured 
their preservation. 
In the provided definition, a cultural landscape is comprised as much of nature’s “work” as it 
is of man's  – the (bio)diverse multitude of species that make up the ecosystems within the 
Reserve as well as it's village sites, temple ruins, ancient fences and trails, and place names. In 
this definition, a cultural landscape is made up the combination of its nature and culture. As 
such, it jives well with the premise of this thesis, which seeks to move beyond the dichotomy 
of nature and culture as two separately operating entities. The cultural landscape as defined in 
the Management Plan is instead an entanglement of complex historical and present-day 
relationships between nature's work and man's work – between a nature and culture. The 
cultural landscape refers to these entities as processes - “work”. I contend that they are both 
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“work” in a sense that the Management Plan perhaps did not intend – that they are actively 
performed through the practices of the Reserve. 
 
The Reserve – A practice place 
The 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve can be understood as a “practice place”. By this, I 
mean that it (and the nature it enacts) is constituted by practices. In fact, the very definition of 
the Reserve as a Reserve is a practice. It is constitutive of the reality it refers to, at once a 
natural area and a “cultural landscape” reserved from certain activities – and for certain 
activities. Its distinctions and regulations are practices as well – like the marine conservation 
regulations of the previous chapter, the Reserve’s regulations seek to guide human activities 
within its boundaries, defining what is prohibited and what is permitted. As Sarah had told 
me, the Reserve is “not meant to be for people to just use” indiscriminately. Instead, it 
attempts to strike a difficult balance between tourism and conservation, at once welcoming 
visitors and reserving the natural area and “cultural landscape” from certain activities. Like 
the Hawaiian Islands Humpback Whale National Marine Sanctuary (which also includes the 
waters of the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve, where the attempted dolphin swim of the 
previous chapter occurred), the spatial distinctions that the Reserve draws are performances as 
well – and in their status as performance, they are inherently negotiable, existing only as long 
as they are respected and entertained as facts. 
 
Maps and signs 
The Reserve’s spatial distinctions are materialized and materialize in maps and signs marking 
its borders. Following David Turnbull, I take these maps not merely to be representations of 
reality, but instead powerful technologies that enroll and “muster allies on the spot – allies, 
that is, in the struggle over what is to count as a fact” (Turnbull 1989: 55). They are material 
technologies ascribed meaning, significance, and power, and they enact the spatial reality of 
the Reserve, deciding the “facts” of which parts of the land and ocean are included in its 
practice of reservation and which are not. In other words, they enact the nature of the Reserve. 
True, these “facts” can be contested, as a following example illustrates, but for the most part 
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they are abided by. Visitors to the Reserve mostly take its borders to be authoritative “facts”, 
and the rules and stipulations that its signs communicate are mostly adhered to. This 
adherence is assisted by another central set of practices of the Reserve – those of its 
volunteers. 
Volunteering 
During my time as a volunteer at the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve, I worked alongside 
approximately twenty other volunteers, sharing two to three hour shifts with one or two 
others, or else working alone (although Sarah was almost always in her makeshift office, a 
dilapidated trailer situated adjacent to the parking lot of the Reserve). Volunteer activity took 
place between seven in the morning and one in the afternoon – outside of those hours, the 
Reserve was unmanned and open to visitors. Because of this, morning duties often included 
cleaning up after visitors who had come to the Reserve after the volunteers and Sarah, the 
Reserve's sole paid employee, had left. On frequent occasions during morning shifts, I would 
find myself picking up trash and cleaning up the area around the parking lots and porta-potties 
where people, according to Sarah, liked to park and “party” - evidenced, she figured, by the 
amount of cigarette butts, food wrappers, joint roaches, plastic baggies, and beer bottles left 
strewn around them. I took this evidence to suggest that the nature enacted by the Reserve's 
practices – here, a network of regulations, signs, maps, and volunteers – was not a stable 
ontology, but instead existed only when the practices were actively done. When the 
volunteers and other visitors went home, the nature enacted in the Reserve's practices was no 
longer a stable, (mostly) universally accepted ontology – at least for the people who used its 
grounds for “partying”25. 
  
25 Later in my fieldwork, when the southern swell was hitting the island and the Reserve held a great surfing 
wave, I visited it during the evenings to surf in the sunset and check out some of the “partying”. Kids in big 
trucks with blasting stereos were gathered around, some in the water while others sat on their vehicles and 
enjoyed the day’s last rays of sunlight. From my experience, they cleaned up after themselves quite well, and 
were for the most part respectful of the Reserve – one girl even going to the trouble of admonishing a group 
of teens for throwing their cigarette butts on the ground “...on the Reserve. That's not pono!” (righteous). This 
further strengthened my theory that the nature enacted by its practices was not just either valid or invalid, but 
was constantly in flux, circumstantial, and enacted as much by its visitors as by its volunteers. 
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Interpretive guides 
Volunteers were also expected to act as “interpretive guides” for the Reserve. Unsure of what 
that meant, I asked Sarah, who told me that “Interpretive Guide is where YOU (the 
interpreter) help guide others (visitors) to help them understand about where they are. Without 
you, they would be staring at a lava field going, 'Who dug this rock up?” 
In other words, interpretive guiding meant explaining to visitors the significance of various 
elements of the “cultural landscape” and natural area of the Reserve, as well as reasons for its 
partial closure and continued protection. Although most visitors came to the Reserve to go 
snorkeling, they were often curious about its unique geological features, especially the lava 
flow that steeped from high up on the mountainside and down into the ocean. We were taught 
to explain the importance of the inter-tidal area where the flow met the water, which I 
constantly found myself asking people not to tread on due to its importance as a habitat for 
spawning fish and microorganisms. We explained the lava field, telling visitors that it 
constituted the latest volcanic flow on Maui, and although at first glance it looks like an 
inhospitable habitat for any life, it in fact was a habitat for a variety of endemic plants and 
animals important to the ecosystem of the Reserve and the biodiversity of the island. 
Likewise, we recounted how the coral reefs of the Reserve were the only ones on the island 
that hadn’t shown signs of deterioration in the latest assessments by the Department of 
Aquatic Resources, and that their continued health was due to the Reserve’s protection of 
them, which in particular rendered two specific reef sites off-limits, the “Fishbowl” and the 
“Aquarium”. These sites, we told them, were not accessible by land at all anymore (in the 
past, they had been popular destinations for snorkelers who accessed them by trails that led 
through the lava flow) – if you wanted to visit them, you would have to swim, a daunting and 
somewhat dangerous task that not many visitors were up to. We advised on the proper way to 
enter and leave the water, where to snorkel, and what to expect while snorkeling. “Currents 
can be strong,” we warned them, or “this morning, a snorkeler saw a small reef shark near the 
point over there”. When people emerged from the water, they often had questions about the 
marine life that they had observed. Volunteers were expected to answer these questions, and I 
spent most of my down-time as a volunteer studying charts of tropical fish and trying to learn 
the Hawaiian names of various types of coral and seaweed – something that my colleagues 
were, on the most part, much better at than I ever became. 
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What counts as a fact 
In upholding the regulations of the Reserve, volunteers were instructed to be friendly, 
informative, and stringent. While certain activities are permitted and accommodated for, 
others are strictly prohibited. Using binoculars, we often policed the ocean boundaries of the 
Reserve, scanning for commercial vessels that came within 500 feet of the shore – like the 
snorkeling operation of the previous chapter, which Oriana suspected had scared off the 
dolphins that we were (illegally) trying to swim with. There were plenty of these commercial 
vessels to observe, and multiple occasions found me jogging up the trail from the shore to 
fetch Sarah from her office so that she could assess whether boats were indeed violating the 
Reserve’s regulations. This was difficult to gauge from land and I never experienced a boat 
being reported to the Division of Conservation and Resource Management (DOCARE), the 
agency responsible for enforcing NARS regulations. The vessels, it would seem, were keenly 
aware of the potential ramifications of entering the Reserve's waters, and stayed just clear of 
them. Over time, I became accustomed to seeing them at a certain area of ocean relative to the 
land – what I took to be the 500 foot boundary line that I saw materialized on the map that I 
received when I enrolled in the volunteer team. When working with other volunteers, I 
noticed that they also “knew” roughly where the oceanic border of the Reserve was. Its 
borders as they appeared on the provided maps became materialized for us – they became a 
fact, a reality. 
The commercial snorkeling operations were aware of the Reserve’s regulations, but many of 
its land-based visitors were not. Despite a hodgepodge of signs stipulating these regulations, I 
frequently had to tell people that what they were doing was not permitted. Usually, these 
encounters were friendly and unproblematic. People had missed the signs, which were often 
easily overlooked or faded to the point of being illegible. Others simply didn’t know what to 
do when confronted with mixed messages – some signs prohibited certain activities, while 
others neglected to mention them altogether. When we pointed out the signs depicting the 
Reserve's boundaries to them, visitors were respectful of them, often apologizing and saying 
that they, “didn’t see the signs” or “didn’t know that this was part of the Reserve, too”. In this 
way, volunteers corroborated and collaborated with the material elements of the Reserve to 
render its “facts” more real to infracting visitors, who either chose to disregard them or truly 
weren’t aware of their specifications. 
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Some of the regulations defining appropriate visitor conduct within the Reserve were 
prohibitions on camping, littering, “poaching”, harassing marine life in the Reserve's waters, 
and taking anything at all off of the Reserve. On one occasion, I had to stop a woman who 
was trying to take a football-sized piece of lava off of the Reserve as “a souvenir”. I explained 
that taking lava rocks from the Reserve was a violation of the rules – but taking them from 
anywhere outside of the Reserve was OK. She put the piece of lava back, and gave me a 
wordless, quizzical look before leaving. The absurdity of the situation struck me as well – 
there are lava rocks all over the island, but these are protected. Still, it was in the job 
description, and for the most part I felt comfortable upholding the regulations of the Reserve 
as a volunteer. For the most part. 
 
Competing ontologies 
One day, during a particularly quiet shift, I was walking along the shore of the Reserve when 
I came across two would-be spearfishers preparing to enter the water with spearguns – long, 
ominous-looking poles with rubber bands meant to fire sharp, barbed metal spears. That 
morning saw me working alone, and I felt trepidation at the thought of confronting these two 
burly divers in camouflaged wetsuits, long dive knives strapped to their ankles. Still, I 
assumed that they simply weren’t aware of the regulations and approached them, warning 
them that if they didn't bring their equipment off of the Reserve’s grounds I would have to 
call the DOCARE. The spearfishers weren’t at all happy with this, turning to me 
confrontationally and asserting that they had been “coming here twenty years, and my 
family's been coming here for longer than that”, and telling me that “this isn't your place to 
tell me what to do, haole boy, this is Hawaiian land. Our land.” When I suggested that they 
take the issue up with Sarah at the head office, they bristled, one of them retorting that “she’ll 
just try and tell me that this isn’t Hawai'i, it's the United States”. Admittedly intimidated, I 
tried to tell them that I understood, even sympathized with their contention, but they retorted 
that, “you can’t understand” and, “you work for them”. The spearfishers made their way back 
to their truck (parked illegally according the regulations for acceptable parking places, but I 
wasn't about to compound the situation), staring me down menacingly as they drove away. 
This incident was one in which I was absolutely not comfortable upholding the Reserve’s 
regulations – and one in which my anthropological position in my ethnographic field as a 
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“representative of the state of Hawai’i Department of Land and Natural Resources”, was one 
in which I did not desire to be. 
It was also witness to a great unease by some Hawaiians that ‘their’ land is being managed 
and kept from them, reserved, by a ‘foreign government’. And in many ways, it is – recall the 
statement in the Management Plan that “protected natural areas not just be set aside but also 
that they be managed”. In the same document, the “resources” of the reserve are referred to as 
“an important heritage to the people of Hawai'i” (Natural Area Reserves System 2012a). A 
heritage for whom, I wondered. 
As Stefan Helmreich rightly puts it, “the context of Hawai'i requires attention to questions of 
scale as well as sensitivity quite literally to the ‘natives’ point of view'” (Helmreich 2009: 
157). The context of the Natural Area Reserve, it would seem, requires attention both 
questions of scale – the scale of the performances that it constitutes and is constituted by – 
and to the “‘natives’ point of view”. But was it merely a point of view? 
Perhaps the ‘natives’ in this example did not merely hold a different point of view than that of 
the DLNR – their protest suggested a different ontology altogether. The enactment of nature 
performed in the practices of the Reserve, the DLNR, and its representatives – the volunteers 
– could not coexist harmoniously with that of the would-be spearfishers. Instead, theirs 
emerged as a reality that conflicted with the reality enacted by the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area 
Reserve’s practices, embodied and performed in this instance with great discomfort by 
myself. Had I not been present and confronted them, perhaps their performance and those of 
the Reserve would not have been in conflict. As a volunteer, however, my performance again 
enforced the reality of the Reserve's nature, and that nature's management. 
 
Living connections 
As a “cultural landscape” comprised in part by “living connections to the place and past”, this 
particular living connection was evidently (and conspicuously) incommensurate with the 
definition provided in the Reserve’s Management Plan. In both the implemented definition of 
the Reserve's status as a “cultural landscape” and the reference that the spearfishers made to 
his and his family's historical use of the space that the Reserve now occupies, it becomes 
evident that the Reserve as it is enacted is a historically situated practice place. The practices 
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of regulation that constitute it began at a certain time – in 1973 to be exact, when it was 
designated as the first Natural Area Reserve in the Hawaiian Islands. Before 1973, the 
Reserve did not exist – but the land and ocean that it now encompasses were not part of a 
“timeless before”, existing in a vacuum between its use by ancient Hawaiians and the 
designation of the Reserve. As I detailed in the introduction to this chapter, the area that the 
Reserve now occupies has been the site of a variety of human activities, from dumping and 
target practice to farmland. Some of these activities have been “grandfathered” into the 
Reserve, evidenced in the “private inholdings” on its maps (which, in the opinion of some of 
my volunteer colleagues, were not being properly investigated for the considerable pollution 
that they contributed to the fragile marine environments of the Reserve). Other activities, like 
that which the spearfishers were attempting to perform, were not. 
 
Spearfishing 
Spearfishing is a popular practice on Maui – it is both a widespread hobby and a way of 
actively obtaining sustenance, but it does not lend itself well to commercial fishing activity. 
Fish are speared individually, and a diver can only carry so many speared fish before they 
have to leave the water. The focus lies on the quality of the fish (its type, size, and physical 
features that comprise its desirability) more than the quantity of fish caught. A difficult way to 
catch fish in itself, spearfishing’s challenges are compounded by a number of different 
methods and tools – while some divers use oxygen tanks, snorkels, and pneumatic spearguns, 
other spearfishers opt to freedive without the aid of breathing equipment and sometimes use 
band-powered spearguns such as the “Hawaiian sling”. Although spearguns are commonly 
made of modern materials – stainless steel spears, latex latex rubber tubing, composite stocks, 
and synthetic cord – spearfishing is not a novel fishing method in Hawaiian culture. The 
origin of the “Hawaiian sling”, for example, dates back to ancient fishing practices 
engendered by the islanders, present in European anthropological accounts from the Hawaiian 
islands as early as 1917 (Edge-Partinton 1917). Many of my friends and informants on the 
island were avid spearfishers, and spearfishing was commonly regarded by them as a more 
“respectful” fishing practice than fishing from boats or the shore, or using nets to catch fish. 
Spearfishing “takes a lot more skill … it's more respectful to the animals you're hunting, and 
the environment … lets you choose which fish to take, instead of just pulling up a net or a line 
with a fish – or something else – attached.”, this according to a friend and fellow volunteer. 
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Spearfishing is sometimes understood to be a more “respectful” fishing practice because of 
the inherently limited amount of fish a diver can spear in one session and the selective,  
discriminate nature of its method – providing divers the possibility of exercising sensitivity 
towards endangered (and endemic) species. This perceived quality does not save it from the 
regulations of the Reserve. 
 
Poaching 
The language of the Management Plan is clear – activities such as hunting, fishing, and 
gathering limu26 (seaweed) or picking opihi (limpets), both parts of Hawaiian cuisine, are 
defined as “poaching”. In Laura Ogden's ethnography of the Everglades, she notes that 
“regulating and conserving wilderness and emplaced species required the institution of new 
crimes” (Ogden 2011: 126). Like the “take” of the MMPA's parlance, the use of the term 
“poaching” constitutes a “transformation of previous acceptable practices into illegal acts” 
(Jacoby 2001: 2). It is not very contentious that the Reserve, whose purpose is to “preserve in 
perpetuity” the area that it encompasses, bans all fishing and hunting activities – in other 
marine areas around Maui, extensive fishing (often performed by commercial, tourism-related 
operations) have negatively impacted the reef systems, providing central impetus for the 
Reserve's strict management and prohibition on fishing. More contentious, however, is the 
issue of whose natural area (or cultural landscape) it is to manage – whose practice place it is 
to enact. 
  
26 For an ethnobotanical account of many of Hawai'i’s seaweeds as well as other plants, see Abbott (1992). 
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Colonial conflicts 
The language of the spearfishers was clear as well – according to them, this was Hawaiian 
land (and presumably also sea) – not the Reserve’s to manage. The conflict between local and 
often ‘native’ actors and tourism/conservation-related actors is not a new one on Hawai'i 
which, despite never enjoying the official status of a “colony”, has nevertheless endured a 
tumultuous history of foreign intervention and control which many posit continues in the 
present day (cf. Kauanui 2008)27. This conflict can be understood as one between competing 
ontologies – in this particular case, those of the practices of the the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural 
Area Reserve and that of the spearfishers. At stake in this conflict is the authority of each 
actor in defining the reality of the “Reserve” – or the space that it occupies. In the friction of 
this encounter, the ontology of the spearfishers28, as Knut Nustad notes, constitutes an 
“enactment that is repressed and made invisible” (Nustad 2011: 104) by that of the Reserve – 
although as I’ve noted, it's repression and invisibilization was potentially contingent upon the 
active doing of the Reserve by one of its volunteers. 
Writing about the limitation of local access to resources in Kalimantan, Indonesia, Anna 
Tsing describes how the bosses of logging companies answered the protests of local farmers 
on who's land they were infringing with the retort that, “'This place belongs to Indonesia, not 
to you.'” (Tsing 2005: 67). In Tsing’s ethnography, she writes about how practice-places are 
contested on global and local scales. Transposed onto the ethnographic incident I have 
recounted, I took on a similar role to that of the logging bosses when I had to tell the 
spearfishers that their activity was prohibited – this was the Natural Area Reserve, the state’s 
land, not the a “heritage to the people of Hawai'i” – at least not to all the people of Hawai'i 
and the (traditional) practices that they engender. 
This incident was significant in my fieldwork for a number of reasons. By far the most 
fomented encounter I experienced, it served as a reminder to me of the pivotal nature of my 
position in ethnographic field. What had been an abstract consideration prior to this heated 
and somewhat frightening exchange became immediate and unmissable after it transpired – as 
a volunteer to the Reserve, I had chosen a side, an allegiance – I had accepted the “facts” of 
27 For a particularly interesting and contemporary discussion of “settler colonialism” as it pertains to nature 
conservation in Hawai'i, see Isaki (2013). 
 
28 if it indeed is an ontology – it follows a sensitivity to the “native's point of view” that one should be cautious 
when ascribing ontologies to people without they themselves defining them as such. 
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the Reserve (cf. Turnbull 1989) and the responsibility of enforcing them. I had resigned 
myself to the reality of the Reserve and the nature that it enacted – and thus rejected any other 
enactments which competed with it. After this incident's occurrence, I continued my 
fieldwork with a renewed sensitivity to my conscious positioning – I had been made well-
aware of the implications of the practices that I took part in. I, in the words of the upset 
spearfishers, worked “for them”. 
In addition, this incident served to vividly underpin how nature was not a stable entity, 
represented in a variety of ways. Multiple natures were enacted by practices – brought into 
being, sustained, and contested by different configurations of actants and acts. The 
spearfishers' enactment constituted a competing ontology to that of the Reserve – they were 
two competing natures, practices that, as they played out, could not exist side-by-side. The 
nature of the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Reserve was not a universally accepted fact – rather, it was a 
constantly shifting, rhizomatic assemblage of relations between material and immaterial 
actants, humans and other animals as well as things, concepts, and statements. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I have implemented the tools of actor-network theory and an attention to 
performances as constitutive of realities to shown how the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area 
Reserve, as a practice-place, enacts a nature through its regulations, borders, policy 
documents, maps, signs, visitors, and volunteers.  But the nature enacted by the Reserve's 
practices is not the only nature present within (or outside of) it's confines – rather, it is one of 
multiple natures, rendered more or less real through practices that sometimes exist side by 
side, that sometimes acquiesce to one another, and that sometimes repress or render invisible 
one another, as I have exemplified in the spearfisher incident that I recounted. I have detailed 
some of these practices as they pertain to this thesis, but have left out others. In these first two 
chapters of the thesis, my scale has been large – for the most part, I have focused on large-
scale marine conservation practices such as regulations and zoning to present a foundation for 
the second half of this thesis – the intimate, interpersonal, interspecies interactions that also 
constitute marine conservation practices as I partook in them during my fieldwork. 
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3 Honu Watch 
 
While volunteering at the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve, I met a number of volunteers 
who were also involved in other marine conservation projects and organizations on Maui. One 
day, as I attended to volunteer duties at the Reserve with a colleague named Mer, I listened to 
her relate her admirably busy schedule of volunteer activities – after her morning shift at the 
Reserve, she was headed across the island to work at the East Maui Animal Refuge for a few 
hours, before going to Ho'okipa Beach Park to volunteer with the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund in 
the evening. Curious about this and only vaguely familiar with the HWF, I asked her what 
that particular volunteer job entailed. Only a few days after learning about it, I was installed 
as a volunteer in the same Honu Watch project as Mer. 
 
Volunteering with the Hawai’i Wildlife Fund 
At Ho'okipa Beach Park, we stand on the soft sand and watch at the sun starts to sink slowly 
into the ocean and turtles slowly start to emerge out of it, hauling themselves up onto the 
beach to bask. These are Green sea turtles, honu in Hawaiian. Despite their name, their 
streamlined carapaces are usually brown or gray, teardrop-shaped, dorsoventrally flattened. In 
the dwindling daylight they appear darker, slick with water and algae, ranging in size from 
one to almost five feet across. To the untrained eye they could easily be mistaken for just 
another of the smooth, dark boulders that punctuate the sandy stretch of the beach. They often 
are. When they move at all, it is slowly, dragging their heavy bodies through the sand with 
fins evidently better suited for aquatic propulsion. One effort at a time, like chess pieces, 
ponderously making their way up the beach. Green sea turtles are the only species of sea 
turtle known to bask, and only certain groups of them exhibit this behavior at all. It depends 
on where they live. In Hawai'i, honu bask on certain uninhabited atolls in the Northwestern 
Hawaiian Islands, a few select beaches on the Big Island, and at Ho'okipa Beach Park on 
Maui. It is thought that the honu bask during the daytime to raise their body temperature and 
to rest (Whittow & Balazs 1982). With intermittent, sluggish flips of their front flippers, they 
fling sand onto their carapaces to block the hot sun and regulate heat absorption, otherwise 
motionless. But the honu at Ho'okipa tend to wait until dusk to haul themselves ashore. “They 
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come up at night to avoid the tiger sharks that hunt nocturnally here,” says my colleague to a 
group of curious tourists. 
Whatever the reason for their landing is, it causes a spectacle among late-afternoon beach-
goers, many of them tourists unaccustomed to seeing sea turtles at all – let alone on land. 
They gather around the turtles with cameras, often posing with them, sometimes even 
touching or sitting on them to snap a quick photograph before retreating. To prevent this, the 
Hawai'i Wildlife Fund (HWF) has created a Honu Watch program. Volunteers to the program, 
myself included, set up a physical perimeter around the area where the turtles tend to haul up 
– a corner of the beach enclosed by cliffs on two sides and the ocean on the third. From here, 
we watch over the turtles. We make sure that people do not approach them past the perimeter 
that we have set up, because that is “turtle turf”. We explain to curious visitors why some of 
the turtles have tumorous growths on their heads and fins. We admonish bathers and surfers 
who insist on entering and leaving the water at precisely the same place that the turtles choose 
to, although many of us know from experience that this is the easiest place, and often the only 
place to do so when the tide is low, like it is tonight. We ask people not to use their flash 
when photographing the turtles, and definitely not to touch them or throw pebbles towards 
them in attempts to elicit movement. The turtles – they just sit there. 
 
“Turtle Turf” 
One central part of our practice is the creation of “turtle turf”. It doesn’t just materialize – we 
materialize it, make it real, place ropes and signs that demarcate the area that we reserve for 
the turtles to bask, as undisturbed by curious humans as possible – if not from the intermittent 
flashes of cameras and people getting in and out of the water, then at least from touchers, 
sitters, throwers, poachers. Like the signs and lines of the previous chapter, these materials, as 
actants, play an active part in the creation of the “turtle turf” - and the “people turf” that 
comprises the rest of the beach. Besides the turtles, there are also other actors involved – us, 
the volunteers. We police these boundaries actively, watching for people who infringe on 
them – though not, of course, for turtles who infringe on the rest of the beach. This is not as 
easy as it sounds – the “turtle turf” is not a legally enforced enactment, like the borders of the 
'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve or those of the Humpback whale Sanctuary (which again 
includes the waters of Ho'okipa). Our enactment is contested by a number of challengers, 
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most who come in the form of bathers, surfers, and snorkelers who know that precisely the 
area where the turtles exit (and enter) the water is where it is easiest for them to haul up as 
well. People and surfboards often exit and enter the “turtle turf” during the sunset, when the 
last waves of the day, often unencumbered by offshore winds in the evening, invite 
picturesque surfing sessions and calm inshore swims. The spatial relationship that we enact 
between turtles and humans in our enactment is not an absolute, but our nature and that 
enacted by the people who choose to disregard the borders of “turtle turf” for the most part 
coexist harmoniously. However, the spatial relationship manifested in “turtle turf” is not the 
only relationship that our practices create between the turtles and the people of Ho'okipa. 
 
Showing Turtles Aloha 
“They can bite you, too. They’re wild – remember that!” Fri has just finished explaining to a 
couple of children why they shouldn’t disturb the basking turtles. Their parents photograph 
them next to the HWF’s Honu Watch sign, which urges people to “Show Turtles Aloha”. 
They leave, and Fri smiles to me. “I don’t really know if anyone has ever reported a honu 
biting a person, but it's a good way to remind people that they're wild and should be respected. 
Scares the kids straight a little!” Fri is a middle-aged man with curly blonde hair, a frequent 
volunteer to Ho'okipa’s Honu Watch program. Tonight he is wearing shorts, and one of his 
exposed calves bears a Hawaiian-style tattoo of a sea turtle. He is dedicated. Volunteers to the 
Honu Watch program often establish short repertoires of information, rehearsed through 
repetition. I have heard Fri remind people that the turtles are wild before. The HWF sign and 
corresponding brochure both emphasize that turtles who learn to associate humans with food 
may bite. It is part of our repertoire to remind people that wild animals can be dangerous – 
even those most commonly imagined as peaceful, harmonious, friendly. 
In our repertoires as well in the language of our sign and brochures, volunteer “Honu 
Watchers” craft interspecies relationships between people and sea turtles at Ho'okipa. We 
underline that the turtles are wild animals – like the dolphins of the OPR’s Viewing Guide in 
the first chapter of this thesis, they are unpredictable, potentially dangerous, and beleaguered 
by many human interactions – not only feeding the turtles, but also fishing practices that leave 
hooks embedded in their skin and nets tangled around their fins and heads. These activities 
threaten the turtles’ wildness, as well as their lives. We legitimize our practice, and our 
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enactment, by explaining how these anthropogenic impacts impede, hurt, and kill the turtles. 
By asking viewers to show turtles “aloha”, we are requesting that they love and respect them, 
by also respecting our practices – setting aside “turtle turf”, watching (over) the turtles on the 
shore, meticulously tallying their numbers, and informing curious viewers of the specifics of 
the turtles’ lives. “They feed on the algae that grows on the rocks here”, we tell them, 
gesturing towards the rocky shoreline on the eastern side of the bay. “If you’re in the water 
with them, please don’t try to touch them and definitely don’t try to ride them. Leave them 
alone, and they'll leave you alone.” Again, Matei Candea’s notion of inter-patience (Candea 
2010) is perhaps the best way to describe our version of “the right way” to relate to sea turtles 
– allow them to do their thing, let them be, “respect and enjoy them from a distance”, as one 
variation of our sign requests. Volunteers are exemplary of this inter-patient way of relating, 
never closely approaching sea turtles unless they are entangled by nets, yet ever attentive to 
their presence. 
Later in the year, when some of these turtles will lay eggs, the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund will 
incite a “Turtle Nest Watch” project. This project sees volunteers, “nest watchers”, camping 
for prolonged periods of times by turtle nests, waiting for hatchlings to emerge from their 
eggs and begin making their way to the water. One volunteer to the Honu Watch project who 
had also partaken in the Turtle Nest Watch project put it this way: “The baby turtles already 
have a tough day ahead of them – they have to make it to the water without being eaten by 
predators like birds, crabs, dogs, and cats. It’s made even tougher … by human impact – just a 
footprint in the sand can be hard for [them] to traverse, coastal lighting can throw them off … 
we help them begin their lives.” In their presence, volunteers to the Turtle Nest Watch 
program deter predators from feeding on the turtle hatchlings. They also create paths for the 
hatchlings, to ease their difficult crawl to the water's edge and (relative) safety. Had my 
fieldwork taken place in the second half of the calendar year, I would have perhaps taken part 
in this marine conservation practice, where the relationship between turtles and people 
enacted by the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund takes on a new form, acting to secure their safety from 
the threat of predators and human impact alike. As it turns out, this relationship is not that 
different than the relationship enacted by the Honu Watch program. 
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Naming turtles 
The sun is dipping behind the island of Lana’i to the west now and the sky is correspondingly 
awash with a deep red hue. A throng of onlookers lean over the railing on the cliff above, 
cameras in-hand. There are only two surfers out now, enjoying the last waves of the day to 
themselves. On the beach, on "turtle turf", nine turtles have already hailed up onto land. There 
are at least three more in the water, painstakingly working their way up, and Fri lists the 
turtles he can identify by name. “There’s Donovan on the shore already.” “That little one over 
there is Happy, peeking his head up from the water by that boulder.” I look, but it’s difficult 
discern whether it’s the rock or “Happy” that I am looking at. “I wonder if Omni Light will 
show up again tonight”, says Fri. “Omni Light always shows up”, I reply with a smile, 
referring to an individual who, from my experience and the tally that Honu Watch volunteers 
keep on individual turtles, comes up to bask almost every night. 
Naming the turtles seems like an obvious way for volunteers to distinguish between 
individuals that are recurrently present on the beach. “Why wouldn’t we name them?” 
Retorted Fri when I asked him why we gave the turtles names. “It’s not like we can ask them 
what their names are.” To me, it felt like almost too obvious of a question to pose, but I 
suggest that something more lies in our naming of the turtles. By assigning them names, we 
are also ascribing them identities in the relationships that we foster with them. These 
relationships are inter-patient – we keep our distance and they, from what we can ascertain, 
keep theirs – but they are nevertheless relationships between species. More than simply a 
mnemonic device, naming the turtles is a way, by knowing them, of doing within the 
relationship that we enact. Additionally, we name them based on the observations we make of 
their physical features and behavior – “Mellow Yellow” is named that way because “he’s so 
mellow”, according to another volunteer. Our imagining of the turtle’s disposition becomes 
it's (his?) namesake – the act of imagining is a performance as well. We refer to them in 
conversation with viewers, joking about their habits and moods. In our enactment of them, we 
fill in the blanks, what we don't know, with these imaginings. We are their watchers – and 
their doers. 
“Mellow Yellow has been on the sand since the afternoon... him and Omni usually come up 
together–“ Fri tells me. “Oh, and here comes Tumor Butt." 
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Tumor Butt 
"Tumor Butt" is a big turtle that almost always hauls up here in the evening. She is named 
because of the grotesquely large tumor growing out of the back of her shell. She is the turtle 
that most people ask about. Fibropapillomatosis, we tell them. FP. We don't know what 
causes it, but it’s an epidemic amongst sea turtles, mostly those which have lived in close 
proximity to humans29. There is no cure, and recovery is unlikely. FP affects soft tissue, 
causing blossoming tumors which eventually impede movement, eating, and even seeing. At 
cleaning stations about the reef, turtles rest while small fish nibble away at bacteria and algae 
that forms on the turtle. This symbiotic relationship falls apart when the turtles have tumors. 
The fish attack the tumors and the turtles stop going to the cleaning stations, becoming slower 
in the water because of the algae that grows uninhibited on their carapace. “Yes, it's probably 
very painful. Fish attack them. A lot of them die30. It’s probably our fault – that’s why we’re 
out here working to reverse it,” Fri tells a concerned woman. We appeal to sympathy and  a 
sense of guilt. 
 
(Multiple) Fibropapillomatosis 
Somehow, the proclivity of FP in these turtles is our fault, a human crime perpetrated on 
nature. In the “Honu Watch” program, we frame another relationship between humans and 
turtles manifested visibly on the turtle's bodies – their tumors. We tell visitors that although it 
hasn't been scientifically proven yet, evidence that proclivity of FP tumors are correlated to 
human pollution – land-based run-off from fertilizer and development, toxins released into the 
water, even suntan lotions – a suggestion that often drives home the idea that we could all be 
to blame for the turtles’ dire situation. At the same time, we attempt to renegotiate this 
relationship. We watch them with vigilance, convey their plight with real urgency. Far from 
distinct, we are inextricably tied to the turtles, and them to us. The tumors alone attest to that, 
29 For scientific research on the correlation between anthropogenic activity and fibropapillomatosis in Hawaiian 
sea turtles, see (Van Houten, Hargrove, Balazs 2010). 
30 On the 9th of October 2013, I received an e-mail from the HWF, explaining that Tumor Butt was flown to 
Honolulu to receive surgery in attempt to remove her life-threatening tumors. The operation immediately 
seemed successful, and she was scheduled to go into their rehabilitation tank the next day, but “suddenly” 
passed away during the night. 
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but our Honu Watch practice also enacts turtles in an entangled relationship with humans – 
here, we are their protectors, reconciling the damage that human activities have done to them. 
They are an “iconic species”, says one Hawai'i Wildlife Fund brochure, and they require our 
help. Like the Turtle Nest Watch practice, volunteers to the Honu Watch also create a 
relationship where we attempt to make amends for the impact that we've had on the sea 
turtles. They are part of an enacted nature characterized by its past abuse and present 
restoration – through our sensitivity, care, and management. 
The FP that we observe on some, most, of the turtles at Ho'okipa during Honu Watch is 
glaringly obvious to us – tumors that fetter their movement, their vision, even their eating 
habits. This reality is visible. Some of these turtles, providing that it can be financed, are sent 
to veterinary hospitals for tests, treatment, and surgery. Sometimes they live. They have 
biopsies performed, their tissue samples examined under microscopes in laboratories that 
“unveil the hidden reality” (Mol 2002: 31), another reality, of FP. We explain what we can 
see, describe what we can imagine it’s like, draw upon what we know from experience and 
from these other realities of FP – other turtle realities. 
 
Kuleana 
As the sky slowly darkens and the crowd peters out, we diligently count the turtles. Tonight 
there are 16. So far. Stragglers often don’t make it up onto the shore until after the beach park 
closes its gates at 8 pm, when we pack up our signs in the twilight and leave. The tide is low 
and the beached turtles have hauled themselves up onto the dry sand with great effort. I watch 
the last turtle we count drag itself laboriously up from the shoreline, and think aloud how 
graceful they are in the water, but how graceless on land. “They sure are. It’s important that 
people see this. These turtles are vulnerable, not just to sharks either. It'd be a piece of cake to 
just lift one into your truck and drive off.” Fri. I don't know if I agree that it would be a piece 
of cake, perhaps a couple of cakes, although turtle “poaching” remains a contemporary 
concern on Maui, but I let him continue. “It’s part of that idea of kuleana – a responsibility to 
take care of the Earth and its creatures.” Although I am familiar with the term, used in similar 
phrasings, I ask him what it means to him. “Well, it’s stewardship. The Hawaiians believe 
that it’s our responsibility as the youngest sibling of the Earth to take care of its oceans, its 
creatures. They believe it's all alive, related." He seems reluctant to attach himself to this 
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belief, and I ask again if the idea resonates with him. “I don’t know about everything being 
alive.” He kicks a rock, “but I volunteer here because I want to help protect the turtles. I want 
them to survive, to thrive. I feel like we as a species have done so much damage to nature that 
it's our duty now to fix it. So yeah, the idea that it's our responsibility makes sense to me.” I 
nod, hoping that he will continue, but he is silent, pensive. We pack up the signs and make 
sure nothing is left on the now-darkened beach, save the hulking figures of basking turtles. 
Many of the volunteers that I have worked with and befriended have told me that a large 
reason for their volunteering has to do with a sense of responsibility to fix what “we as a 
species” have damaged, a sense of communal guilt. Fri distinguishes between the 
responsibility of the concept of kuleana, a responsibility to care for kin, and the culpable 
responsibility he feels to repair the damage that humans have done to his version of nature. 
From his explanation, it seems as though his enactment of nature is similar to that enacted by 
the practices of Honu Watch – it is a vulnerable nature that has been damaged by humans “as 
a species”, rendered perhaps even more vulnerable, and requires an active reversal of our 
destructive practices to be “fixed”. The Honu Watch is part of that active reversal, a practice 
that seeks to (con)serve and protect nature through stewardship – a prevalent term in 
contemporary Hawaiian conservation language. Although I am not entirely sure that 
stewardship and kuleana can be conflated without issue, the point remains that Fri’s 
cosmology seems to rest on an ontology enacted by the practices that we take part in. A nature 
vulnerable, damaged, in need of restoration. There is a partial distinction in his explanation 
between humans and nature – humans, the subject, acting on a nature, the object, that exhibits 
the signs of our harmful interactions – and in kind, our beneficial ones. It’s not a separation, 
but it may allude to one. It also alludes to an idea that nature was at some point in (pre)history 
pristine, undamaged by the anthropogenic impacts that have brought it into the much-touted 
Anthropocene era. As such, this pristine nature recalls to mind William Cronon’s notion of a 
wilderness – “a dualistic vision in which the human is entirely outside the natural” (Cronon 
1995: 11). I suggest, however, that the nature that Fri speaks of is more similar to that of the 
Honu Watch practice’s enactment. In this enactment, humans are not external to nature at all – 
just look at the practices that we are engaged in! Instead, it is a nature that acknowledges the 
(sometimes unforeseen) effects that destructive human activities have had and actively works 
to repair them. To “fix it” – out of “responsibility”. This does not constitute a complete 
excision of the human from the natural – on the contrary, it is if anything a continued 
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inclusion of the human in the natural, with a sensitivity to the relational impact that humans 
have on the other animals that make up the natural world. 
 
Ho'okipa and hospitality 
The brochure that we hand to tourists explains that “Ho'okipa translates to ‘hospitality’” and 
reads, “...we predict that more will start basking if people show them true hospitality... show 
the turtles aloha!” 
To show someone hospitality implies being welcoming and entertaining – it refers to a guest-
host relationship. Aloha refers to qualities of welcoming, love, kindness, and warmth – a 
“spirit of reciprocal giving and warmth” (Halualani 2002: 6)31. People are thus asked to 
welcome the turtles with love and warmth, suggesting a relationship in which the 
conventional roles in conservation discourse are reversed – here, the people are hosts, and the 
turtles guests. We welcome them to our home – our domicile.  
Perhaps our practice, in our “wilding” (Russell 2007: 41) of the turtles and our welcoming of 
them, we are engaging with them in a practice of domestication, parallel to one of 
conservation. We create a small space on our turf for them and watch over them vigilantly. 
We count them, name them, tally their presence each day in our attendance notebook. The 
stage, it seems, is set – is made, enacted if not in our word then surely in our deed. But if we 
engage turtles and humans in a practice of domestication, then perhaps we are ourselves being 
domesticated in the process? If domestication constitutes a form of interspecies kinship 
(Russell 2007: 28), then perhaps we are already domesticated, configured in a relationship 
kinship with the sea turtles that we protect and perform. While in one sense, this renders the 
concept of domestication superfluous to my analysis – I have already shown how turtles and 
humans are entangled in relationships in this chapter, and will outline another in the next – in 
another sense, it provides another analytical prism through which to apprehend the nature of 
the relationships – between turtles, humans, and natures. 
  
31 For a discussion of the word's significance to non-Hawaiian visitors to the islands, see Rona Tamiko Halualani's book (2002). 
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Oceans and aliens, natives and strangers 
In conservation cosmology, it is typically people who are described as guests in the natural 
habitats of other animals. This tendency is especially prevalent in marine conservation 
parlance, which often suggests that the ocean is fundamentally other – an “alien ocean” (cf. 
Helmreich 2009). In his book of the same name, Helmreich identifies this suggestion in movie 
titles, marine biology and oceanography nomenclature. He himself maintains that “the alien 
ocean … is a medium … to which humans connect only through chains of negotiation, 
translation, and transduction” (2009: 249). However, Helmreich also emphasizes the idea that 
the oceans are representative of many things to many people – their realities are contingent 
upon the practices that encounter them, occur within and outside of them. Here, on the dusky 
shore of Ho'okipa, in the practices of the Honu Watch, the ocean is the home of the honu, its 
boundaries perhaps manifested in the coastline, transformed by the ebb and flow of the tides. 
But the Honu Watch doesn’t enact these turtles as alien denizens of an alien ocean, despite the 
curious reversal of conventional roles, of guest and host – rather, they are enacted in our 
practices as co-habitants, species which we have tangled with (and oftentimes, regrettably, 
entangled) and are entangled with. In our practice, the honu are not strangers to be welcomed, 
but natives to be respected, co-existed with. Our assignment of wildness to them does not 
translate to their belonging to a paradoxical notion of “wilderness”, but a mechanism to 
ensure their continued protection, a way of guiding relations with them in the right, respectful 
direction. The nature we enact is one to which we are a part – one that perhaps acknowledges 
not our centrality, but the potency of our agency in a vast network of relations. 
And it’s true – the honu are unpredictable, suddenly appearing as if out of nowhere beneath 
or beside swimmers and surfers alike – as I experienced multiple times while trying to 
maneuver the fickle, shallow waves of Ho'okipa while avoiding the sharp coral reefs that lie 
beneath them. But surfers and swimmers, the human ones, who also frequent Ho'okipa’s 
waters and shoreline, are used to the turtles. This is evident in their nonchalant attitude 
towards them, their disregard for the “turtle turf” that we create. They see the turtles every 
day, feeding on the algae growing on the reef and rocks, their heads bobbing out of the water 
periodically for air. Ho'okipa is a short jog and an even shorter drive from where I live in 
Pa'ia, and I have spent time there outside of my capacity as a volunteer to the Honu Watch 
project as well. “There's no conflict, no problem,” says a friend, Marie, as we float atop our 
surfboards during a lull in the waves. The relationship between turtles and surfers and 
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snorkelers outside of Honu Watch is characterized as well by avoidance – but it's more a 
practical avoidance. Turtles swimming just below the surface can be difficult to spot, and 
striking while surfing can be dangerous – probably more for the surfers than for the armored 
turtles. In this relationship, the “turtle turf” is irrelevant, both because encounters usually take 
place in the water and because the water is, to many people in the water, “turtle turf” – and 
“human turf”. The distinction enacted so visibly in the Honu Watch program is absent here – 
turtles and people share the same turf and surf, with usually “no conflict”. Again, the sea 
turtles that the Honu Watch practice enacts – and it's enactment of nature – rests on a 
spectrum of contingencies, becoming more or less real at certain times. Another contingency 
is spatial – the “turtle turf”. Still another is individual – certain people enact the turtles in 
accordance with Honu Watch, while others reject it. Enactments are as shifting as the tides, 
ebbing and flowing from less real to more real to less real again. 
 
Conclusion 
In this chapter I have described the Honu Watch project of the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund as I 
experienced it as a volunteer, with the intention of elucidating the renegotiated relationship 
between turtles and humans that it attempts to create. In contrast to the previous two chapters, 
this practice is “up close” – turtles and volunteers (and other people) are in close contact with 
one another, and as such this practice is well-suited for an analysis of how these relationships 
are participated in by Honu Watchers and communicated to other people at the Ho’okipa 
Beach Park. Like the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve, this too is a practice place – one 
constituted by the practices of the Honu Watch program, and one where turtles and humans 
are enacted and entangled together – and perhaps also domesticated by – with – one another. 
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4 The Turtle Transect Team 
 
After becoming involved with the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund, I quickly found myself involved in 
other projects besides the Honu Watch. One of these was the “Turtle Transect Team”, a part 
of the HWF's Hawksbill Recovery Project. The Turtle Transect Team is an in-water team of 
volunteer divers who meet regularly to swim Maui’s coastal waters in search of critically 
endangered Hawksbill turtles. The Transect Team also responds to reports of turtles that have 
been hooked on fishing lures or entangled in lines, nets, and marine debris, methodically 
combing the near-shore reefs for “turtles-in-distress”. When these incidents are called in to 
the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund, the Transect Team is mobilized, attempting to unhook or 
disentangle turtles in the water – although they sometimes need to be brought into shore for 
medical attention, even rehabilitation. 
 
What is a transect? 
A transect basically entails forming a uniform line of snorkelers and sweeping a designated 
are of water, diving occasionally to check under reef shelves and caves. Close cooperation is 
necessary to perform a transect efficiently. Turtles are not the only animals we encounter on 
these transects – nor are they the most dangerous. Nocturnal reef sharks lurk in caves and 
crevices, and tiger shark glide confidently through their silent world of water, restlessly 
slipping into and out of view. The possibilities of inclement conditions, strong currents, and 
unexpected rip tides comprise still more variables that the Transect Team must contend with. 
For Transect Team members, experience, endurance, and strong swimming and diving skills 
are requisite. 
In addition to natatorial skills, Transect Team members require what Cristina Grasseni calls a 
“skilled vision” (Grasseni 2004) – a socially instilled, enskilled practice of seeing. This is 
required to spot well-disguised turtles, and to discern Hawksbills from the much more 
common honu (Green sea turtles) – a difficult task even for experts, especially through foggy 
dive masks and murky waters. This skill of seeing is an acquired by “education of attention” 
(Gibson 1979: 254) – a process of enskilment (Ingold 1993) whereby Transect Team 
members develop and hone their skill through context-specific, particular practices, repetition, 
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and active observation with the intent to learn how to look and search for sea turtles, to 
discern their specifics and visible condition – in a sense, to know them. By this regarding 
these skills of seeing as practices, I mean to emphasize that it is not acquired by simply 
learning facts and rules, but “at the point where [the Transect Team Member] is able to 
dispense with them” (Ingold 1993: 462), in the field, in the water – in short, in practice. 
Cheryl, the head of the Hawksbill Recovery Project and the Transect Team’s unofficial 
leader, says that beyond scientific knowledge and anatomical features, she can “see the 
difference in the way they move, where they go, what they are interested in”. This is skilled 
vision – it transcends the episteme of analytical knowledge, anchored instead in the techne, a 
practical, contextual knowledge. Transect Team members hold this quality in high regard, and 
not everyone possesses it to the same extent. 
This is not to say that volunteers are not expected to know the specifics of sea turtles enacted 
in diagrams as well. These turtles are done differently – through annotated images and neat 
anatomical charts, they are easily apprehended – in the water, camouflaged and deceptively 
nimble, they are elusive – and slippery, as will become evident in the following ethnographic 
example. 
To unhook and disentangle turtles, Transect team members need to know how the turtles will 
most likely react to being approached. How to maneuver in the water so as not to construe a 
threat, how to carefully lift a flipper and slowly loosen the transparent but taut fishing line 
cutting into a turtle’s flesh. These practices require enskilment as well – not to mention an 
understanding of the turtle’s perception. “They’re scared easily, but they can be docile if 
approached in the right way”, I have been told. “Never come at them from below – they’ll 
think you're a predator … It’s better to approach them from above, towards the turtle’s front.” 
I have practiced approaching sea turtles in the water with these adages in mind, and they seem 
to ring true, although docility – a trait which implies submission – is not how I would describe 
the turtles that I have interacted with. The turtles I approach from below or behind flit away 
from me while the ones that I allow to approach me, or dive down towards, above and in 
front, seem more amenable. 
In addition to knowing how to interact with the sea turtles, volunteers also need to know how 
to interact with one another underwater. How to signal to one another without losing sight of 
a turtle or an object of interest. To communicate, divers use hand signals to convey their 
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conditions, as well as the presence of various other animals. The signal for ‘turtle’ is one hand 
atop the other, using the thumbs to approximate fins. During a transect, a raised arm above the 
surface tells the other dives to come over, look at this. These signals are codified and taught, 
if not universally among divers then at least among members of the Turtle Transect Team. 
 
Turtle tagging 
At 6 AM, an ethereal cloud of calm still lives over the landscape of Maui. I drive through the 
interior of the island, all swaying sugarcane fields set against the verdant, craggy peaks of the 
West Maui Mountains and the azure blue of the Auau channel in the distance. Taking a 
shortcut, I navigate the bumpy road through the cane fields and past the corrugated behemoth 
of the Maui Sugar Mill, belching smoke into the otherwise clear sky. The Turtle Transect 
Team is meeting at 7 AM on the west side of the island, in a hotel parking lot close to the 
beach. This will be my third transect with the HWF and my first with the two marine 
biologists from the DLNR’s head office on Oahu, with us today to attempt to attach a satellite 
tag to a Hawksbill turtle. Should we encounter one. This adds a new dimension to today's 
transect – today, we are the Turtle Transect and Tagging Team – The TTTT. 
Turtle tagging is a common umbrella term for a variety of practices in turtle conservation. It is 
somewhat ambiguous – different turtles are tagged in different ways for different purposes in 
different places – in short, procedures differ. There are the flipper tags, metal or plastic tags 
attached to the sea turtle by piercing the flesh of one of its four fins. These are often 
implemented by conservation organizations in order to identify animals, but carry with them 
an increased risk of the sea turtle’s entanglement. There are also satellite transmitter tags, the 
kind we have with us today. These are attached to a turtle's carapace with an epoxy and 
require very specific conditions to be applied – the surface of the turtle’s shell and the satellite 
tag must be dry, stable, and, in hot climates, also temperature-regulated. To meet these 
requirements, a turtle must first be found, intercepted, subdued, and brought to an onshore 
location where conditions are suitable for attaching the tag. This entails a considerable 
extension of the skill set already requires of the TTT(T)’s volunteers. Attaching a satellite tag 
to a sea turtle requires cooperation from the actors involved – not least from the sea turtle 
itself. It constitutes a complex assemblage of performances in which many relationships play 
a part. A network of agencies, including those of the technoscientific apparatuses employed – 
72 
 
fins, snorkels, masks, floatation devices, tags, and more. For a tagging performance to be 
successful, taggers must be able to rely on an array of equipment. A faulty snorkel can lead to 
a diver incapable of maintaining observation underwater. A non-functioning satellite tag can 
render the endeavor of tagging pointless. Then there are the turtles – taggers need to predict 
their behavior, both before and during a tagging procedure. We need to know where they will 
be and how they will (re)act. 
Turtles are satellite-tagged in order for their movements to be tracked and to provide 
additional information on their whereabouts – water temperatures, proximity to other sea 
turtles and marine life, where they congregate and nest, behavioral tendencies. Once tagged, 
these turtles become apprehensible on far away computer screens as small dots moving on 
sections of maps. From here, they are remotely observed, calculated, monitored. Statistics are 
extracted, movements are tracked – the turtles are known in a fundamentally different way 
than they are in the water (or on the beach of Ho'okipa). This scientific way of knowing 
turtles enacts them differently – in a way, it enacts a different sea turtle. These turtles 
contribute to the scientific knowledge that informs other marine conservation practices 
relating to sea turtles, the ones who aren’t bathing in the blue-glow of research station 
monitors, but in the blue-glow of the ocean. 
These monitors are in the DLNR’s offices, but there is a similarity between the HWF’s Honu 
Watch practice and this one – both instances involved specific performances, specific 
relationships between turtles and people seeking to protect them. We enact the turtles in both 
practices, and both practices entail constant monitoring and prediction. A turtle transect is one 
way of monitoring them – tagging the turtles constitutes an augmentation of this, because we 
mark them for identification – we identify them, know them, do them. 
 
A Diver-in-distress 
On the coastal highway, I pass an endless procession of pristine beaches and glassy waves so 
postcard-perfect that it’s almost surreal. Suddenly, I realize that I am not entirely sure where I 
am going. Easing my pick-up truck over to the shoulder of the road to look at a map, I slow to 
a stop on a sandy flat next to a seemingly-abandoned camper nestled amongst a copse of 
thorny kiawe trees just a few feet from the water’s edge. After a quick cartographic 
73 
 
consultation, I am ready to hit the road again. My engine rumbles to a start and I shift into 
reverse, pushing my foot down slowly. Not moving. Interesting. I shift out, then back into 
gear and try again, this time with a heavier foot. I hear something – the back tires spinning 
frantically, not finding purchase in the soft sand that they have evidently sunken into. Should 
I start worrying? 
Minutes pass, and I am about to commence worrying when a passing truck slows down and 
the tinted passenger window descends, revealing a portly Hawaiian gentleman smiling at me. 
In an equally portly Hawaiian accent, he says “Ho brah! You stuck... you need one tow?” I 
smile and reply in relieved affirmation – within seconds, the man’s much larger truck is 
parked behind mine and he is in the process of lowering himself down to the sand, a tow line 
replete with hooks in his hand. We set about setting up the tow line and chat – I tell him that I 
am on my way to Kahekili, where the TTT is meeting, to look for a honu’ea (the Hawaiian 
word for Hawksbill) with the HWF. He asks me with a glint in his eye and a sly smile if I am 
planning to have it for dinner. 
 
Turtle towing 
“You know, back in the day we used to tow the turtles out of the water just like this.” He goes 
on to tell me how people would park their vehicles by the shore and attach one end of a long 
rope to the rear axle, diving in with the other end, tied into a lasso, to find the largest turtles to 
truss up. They would then tow them out of the water with their vehicles – “They can be hard 
to wrangle,” says the man, chuckling. He continues, telling me how people would cut off the 
flippers in order for the turtle to bleed out “for to keep the meat good” before bringing them 
home to eat. “Easy way, no worries. Used to be choke [abundant] with honu back then, eh? 
The meat is da kine, 'ono [delicious, the best]! We had the akamai [knowledge] back then. It 
used to be in the old days that it was kapu to hunt them, 'cept for the ali'i... then it wasn't, and I 
grew up towing turtles out of the water just like this.” I finish attaching the rope to my axle 
and ask him what he thinks about their current state of protection as I dust sand off my knees. 
“Now all the people, they worry about the turtles, always the turtles.” 
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“Do you?” I ask him, smiling. “Sure I do,” he replies. “There used to be plenty of them, but 
now there are less.” I suggest to him that perhaps the dwindling number of turtles on Maui is 
correlated with the increase in tourism-related coastal development in recent years, the influx 
of modern seaside resorts and condominiums. “Oh sure. And same for the wildlife funds and 
the DLNR and all you folks.” Half-jokingly, he tells me that sometimes it's hard to tell what 
came first – the disappearing turtles or the conservation organizations that are trying to save 
them. “Now it’s always the turtles, brah. The tourists, they love them. Hey, we’re ready to go. 
I got to get to work too.” 
With audible effort, my friendly savior hoists himself back into the cab of his truck and leans 
out the window. “When I say so, floor it!” Floor it? I am skeptical, but get back into my truck 
and start the engine, waiting for his signal. His engine revs and a meaty arm emerges from the 
window, signaling me to floor it, and I feel my truck lurch backwards out of its sandy 
sinkhole and on to firmer ground. I jump out and thank the man, throwing his tow ropes in the 
back of his truck before giving him a grateful wave as he pulls out and drives away in the 
direction I had come from. Back on the road, I realize that the whole ordeal had only taken a 
few minutes, and I am at my destination in a few more – only slightly behind schedule. 
 
Turtle transforming 
The Hawaiian man’s account of the turtles of his childhood speaks of a relationship to them 
which would not be accepted by most conservation organizations on Maui today, one 
radically different from the way that the HWF engages with them in their practices. Between 
the abolishment of the kapu system in the early 1800’s and the inclusion of Hawksbill sea 
turtles on the Endangered Species Act’s list in 1970, people could hunt Hawksbills and other 
species of sea turtles unrestrained. Although I have heard rumors of this now illicit practice 
continuing on Maui today, it is no longer referred to as hunting, but as poaching, recalling the 
'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve's transformation of hunting and fishing practices. 
When I recounted the man’s grisly explanation of how sea turtles were hunted and killed32 to 
a friend and fellow volunteer with the HWF, she called it “brutal” and “unthinkable”. Sea 
32 Despite trawling the internet for references to this practice, I haven't been able to find any others. It is 
conceivable that the man was joking with me – but sea turtles are often hunted by towing them behind boats, 
keeping them underwater until they suffocate. 
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turtles have been transformed – they are no longer just wild animals to be hunted and 
consumed, but have in a sense returned to a state of kapu – this time placed upon them by 
conservation actors. These sea turtles are venerated, “respected” in the words of the HWF 
who, as I have shown, have emphasized their cultural significance to Hawai'i – while 
conspicuously leaving out details of the practices of hunting, killing, and eating them. Sea 
turtles, like the dolphins and whales of previous chapters, are considered to be iconic. They 
are enacted as ancient, older than the people who inhabit the islands, primordial natives of a 
nature that precedes us even as we wreak havoc on it, and as such deserving of reverence. 
They have traditional cultural significance, echoed in brochures and signs calling for their 
conservation. They are also of contemporary cultural significance – like the alligators of the 
Everglades in Laura Ogden’s ethnography, they have a “symbolic value within a burgeoning 
tourist economy” (Ogden 2011: 134) that demands protection. My road-rescuer hinted at this 
economic incentive when he emphasized the tourists’ fondness of the turtles. 
 
Practical matter 
The team is assembled under the shade of a large tree near the beach’s edge. I know most of 
these people from prior engagements with the HWF, but introduce myself to the ones I 
haven’t met before, including Kai and Tom from the Oahu offices of the DLNR. Today’s 
team is comprised of an eclectic mix of genders, ages, and ethnicities. I count fourteen of us 
including the marine biologists, Cheryl, and myself. Also under the shade of the large tree is a 
pile of equipment: two black rubber inner tubes attached to coiled ropes, extra wetsuits, a net 
bag of plastic snorkels and masks, an assortment of flippers in various sizes and styles, a tent-
like contraption that looks like it can be erected at a moment's notice, and a black box which, I 
am told, contains the satellite transmitter. Because I do not know, I ask what the inner tubes 
are for. I learn that when we find a turtle, the idea is to capture it and somehow hoist it on to 
one of the tubes in order to float it in to the shore to be tagged. This sounds difficult, and is 
presented to me in a way that gives me the impression that it is but one method in a process of 
trial-and-error, something provisional. The tent, I am told, is for when the turtle is ashore – a 
controlled environment for applying the satellite tag and allowing the epoxy the requisite 60-
90 minutes to adhere. Cheryl whistles, commanding our attention. “When you see a turtle, 
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don’t let it out of your sight!” She debriefs us quickly and efficiently, going through the 
conventions of signaling. “We will be swimming in formation from Kahekili north towards 
Honokowai, with the current. It can be deceptive here and you never know what you'll 
encounter, so be careful.” The water looks placid from where we are standing. “OK, ready 
team? Let’s go – we can assemble in the water.” She gestures to a volunteer. “Simon will stay 
with the tent and the transmitter, and meet us along the shore.” Gear in hands, we cross the 
narrow strip of sand and wade into the ocean. 
I stop between two coral outcroppings to pull my fins over my tanned feet and wrestle my 
mask over my head before ducking underwater. I am surprised at how good the visibility is 
today. The wind hasn’t picked up enough to stir up the sand and sediment that impedes viz, as 
it is referred to by divers. Here is another requirement for a successful transect, and another 
actant involved in our performance – viz. If the wind is high, the water won’t only be choppy, 
it will also be difficult to see through. Likewise, swimmers in shallower waters can kick up 
sediment and sand, with the same effect. This morning, for now at least, the conditions are on 
our side. 
 
Choreography 
We form a crooked line in the water, and I take the outside flank. Each diver approximately 
twenty feet from the next, we begin swimming. Slowly, we traverse the water northwards, 
occasionally breaking our downward gaze to glance laterally, making sure we are maintaining 
formation. Verbal communication is of course impossible underwater, and we rely on hand 
gestures and ‘active looks’ to communicate with one another, making viz even more 
important. Our synchronization is also important to the success of the transect – each team 
member has their lane of the ocean to comb, matching the pace of the transect's formation. 
We are choreographed, synchronized swimmers actively searching for turtles as well as any 
unwelcome threats or anomalies. On the first transect I participated in, one of the divers 
observed a tangled net wrapped around a coral, which we removed. On my second transect, 
another diver saw a shark cruising slowly through a gully in the reef, which prompted a hasty 
retreat despite its diminutive size. 
77 
 
“Any turtle is good, but today we’re really looking for a Hawksbill,” Cheryl had said. TTT 
volunteers receive cursory instructions on how to distinguish honu'ea from honu – aside from 
the hawk-like bills for which they are named, Hawksbills can be identified by their yellow 
and brown marble-streaked carapace, the stuff of ‘tortoiseshell’ material (and a probable 
reason for their current scarcity). We have seen diagrams, illustrations, photographs, videos. 
We know about the overlapping scutes, the claws on their front fins. Still, spotting these 
discerning attributes in the water is an entirely different thing than identifying them on a 
drawing, and I never felt as though I completely got the hang of it. 
I propel myself with rhythmic kicks in the water, looking for turtles as I pass over a seascape 
of vivid corals interspersed with colorless areas where the reef seems dead. Countless schools 
of fish weave their way through the valleys of the reef, fringed with undulating forests of 
seaweeds. I watch as a colorfully striped juvenile Moray eel eels its way through a small 
cavern packed with bright red fish, their big lidless eyes staring out into the deep. Being and 
seeing in the water is mesmerizing, and I have to remind myself that I am looking for turtles – 
that skilled, active vision. I surface to adjust my ill-fitting mask and see that our line is still 
intact. Snorkels bob above the slight chop of the water as our line moves – to my right, what 
was once a white sandy beach cast against a modern hotel is now a jumbled coastline of 
boulders and dusty rocks, as-yet undeveloped. As I am placing my snorkel back into my 
mouth and preparing to dive, I see a commotion out of the corner of my eye. Someone's arm, 
wetsuit-clad, is protruding straight up from the water. 
Together with the other divers, I swim over to the arm. It belongs to Rod, a 60-something 
Hawaiian man. Rod is frequent volunteer with the HWF and a self-professed “waterman” – 
someone who partakes in aquatic activities as a “way of life”, in his words. Ducking under the 
surface, I see that the object of interest to which his submerged arm is pointing is indeed the 
tell-tale round shape of a turtle, resting a good twenty feet down on the sandy floor of the 
ocean. Above the surface, we convene briefly, treading water and interrupting each other 
excitedly. ‘That sure looks like a Hawksbill to me,’ says Rod. The marine biologists nod in 
agreement and other volunteers offer up ideas on which of the turtles it could be. Many of the 
Hawksbills, like the Greens of the Honu Watch program, have been given names by the 
people working with them. ‘She doesn't look like she has a tag!’ Someone says, tenuously 
establishing the turtle’s gender. The HWF’s website tells us that “there are fewer than one 
hundred adult female Hawksbills known to nest in all Hawai'i” (Hawai'i Wildlife Fund n.d.), 
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and many of them have been flipper-tagged for identification. Others have satellite tags. 
Finding an untagged female Hawksbill is a rare occurrence. ‘Let’s not jump to any 
conclusions,’ says Cheryl, who volunteers to dive down and give the turtle a closer look. 
 
Misty 
Scarcely before I notice she is gone, Cheryl resurfaces. ‘She’s a girl, and she’s a Hawksbill!' 
She exclaims. The excitement of the group is almost palpable as Cheryl relates that, from 
what she could see, this turtle looks like “Misty”, a sexually mature adult female who 
frequents the west side of the island. It seems that some of the other volunteers know Misty 
from previous engagements – I do not. Tom, one of the marine biologists, asks how we are 
going to get her out of the water. For all of their expertise in marine biology the two scientists 
from the DLNR do not seem well-versed in the ‘get our hands wet’ part of this human-turtle 
interaction, perhaps telling of the entirely different enactment of turtle that they are used to 
relating to. Still treading water, we bounce around ideas until it is decided that two divers 
should descend, grab the turtle by her carapace, and guide her to the surface where the rest of 
the team will engage, some incapaciting her fins while others lift Misty on to the inner tube, 
while still others shove the inner tube beneath her body. I vocalize my concern that perhaps 
said inner tube is too buoyant to easily slide underneath a sizable, heavy turtle, but my 
suggestion to deflate the tube slightly falls on deaf ears. “Who’s going?” Someone asks. I 
immediately volunteer, despite never having done anything like this before. 
Rod is the other volunteer. He is an avid freediver and possesses an almost inhuman lung 
capacity. I wonder if I’ll be able to hold my breath long enough. ‘Misty’s comfort is second 
only to diver safety,’ Cheryl reminds us. I reflect for a moment on just how comfortable this 
process is going to be for her. After all, she’s not visibly injured in any way – yet we are 
about to pull her to the surface, push her on to an inner tube, float her to the shore, put her in a 
tent, glue a metal box to her shell, and then release her back into the water. ‘Okay Christian, 
Rod, remember that Hawksbills can turn their heads pretty far, and they can deliver a nasty 
bite, so try to grab her at the front, as close to the back of her head as possible. And watch out 
for those claws!’ 
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I am more than a little perturbed by these warnings – aren’t these turtles just as harmless as 
the honu at Ho'okipa? It’s one thing when Fri tells children that the turtles can bite, but 
another when Cheryl warns us of their tooth and claw. Rod asks me if I’m ready to dive and I 
give him a thumbs up, biting the rubber mouthpiece of my snorkel in some semblance of a 
smile. Behind my mask, I am nervous, my breath amplified through my snorkel and in my 
head. In one powerful compound motion, Rod turns his body and propels himself downwards. 
I follow suit, trying to approximate his maneuver as best I can. Faster than I had anticipated, 
we are on either side of Misty. I can see Rod’s eyes meet mine for a moment through our 
masks. A silent count to three. Then we grab hold of the turtle’s carapace, each placing one 
hand behind her head and the other towards the back of her shell, above the rear flipper, as 
we’ve been instructed – 
– and she takes off, careening in a wild spiral towards the surface, snapping her head from 
side to side and thrashing with her fins. It’s all I can do to hold on, my arms outstretched as 
wide as they can to fully encompass her as Misty pulls us along a long arc of ascension. My 
fingers struggle to grasp her shell, slippery with algae, catch on its sharp, serrated edge, which 
digs in as my lungs burn, struggling to retain a good grip. I stay on as long as possible, but 
with a burst of forward motion, Misty manages to elude my weakening grip. Rod holds on, 
seemingly trying to steer the turtle to the surface and leaving me suspended halfway between 
the surface and the ocean floor, watching. I surface and the other divers spare me hardly a 
glance before returning their attention to Misty and Rod, who seem to be slowing down, 
approaching the surface. We move to intercept their ascent and another team member takes 
my place, flinching as Misty’s flipper breaches the surface in a violent splash. Not knowing 
what else to do, I push one of the inner tubes, floating at my elbow, towards the maelstrom of 
splashing waters, divers, and agitated sea turtle, now inverted. One of the marine biologists 
grabs the tube, struggling to press it under Misty’s carapace as she thrashes. In the splashing 
water, it's difficult to see what’s going on. One diver appears to be holding Misty’s rear fins in 
place while another has one of her front fins pinned to his chest. Suddenly, a fin breaks free of 
the water and lashes out powerfully, catching one of the marine biologists square in the face. 
A streak of bright red blood streams down over his mask. He pulls it off, revealing shocked 
eyes, but it's hard to see where the cut is, only that it’s big. The other divers have seen it too, 
and let go of Misty, forming a huddle around the injured marine biologist, who quickly 
paling. ‘Shit! She got you with her claw!’ Exclaims one of the team members. I turn to see 
Misty slip silently into the murky waters that the commotion has stirred up.  
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Evidently, this did not go as planned. The wounded marine biologist is holding on to the inner 
tube now, being guided by Cheryl and his colleague towards the shore. Most of the other 
divers are trailing behind them, some still treading water and ducking their faces under the 
water to see where Misty had gone. ‘She just disappeared,’ says someone. ‘Those Hawksbills 
are strong.’ Rod. As we swim to shore, our masks and snorkels strapped to our foreheads, 
Rod berates the DLNR employees. ‘Sometimes I wonder if these guys ever actually spend 
any time in the water at all.’ We watch as an ambulance, already alerted of a diver-in-distress, 
arrives on the scene near the water’s edge, its lights silently blinking. Both marine biologists 
get into the back before it drives off, leaving the rest of our rag-tag team to wander back to 
our starting point, some ten minutes’ walk from where we emerged. We pick our way along 
the shore, avoiding sharp coral fragments and slippery, algae-covered rocks. “He’s gonna 
need a few stitches,” says Cheryl, grimacing. Rod is convinced that our technique is flawed 
and continues to maintain that the two marine biologists from the DLNR “didn’t know what 
they were doing out there!” His contention is shared by some of the others. We discuss 
alternate means of apprehending sea turtles. We could use a net, someone says. Another 
suggests a boat, to which someone retorts that “surely there's some law against that.” We all 
agree that gloves would be smart to have. Strangely, no one seems concerned about Misty’s 
experience throughout the ordeal. Back in the shade of the tree, we regroup and explain to the 
remaining volunteer what had happened. Cheryl promises us that we will be kept up-to-date 
on the marine biologist’s condition and of upcoming transects via e-mail – she predicts that he 
will be OK, but will probably require some stitches33 and spend some time (back) out of the 
water. 
In the e-mail conversation that followed this tagging attempt, many suggestions were made as 
to how to counter this unpredictability and “capture” Hawkbsills – alternate means of holding 
on to the turtles, different equipment (nets, fin restraints, “constrainment apparatuses”, a 
“turtle straitjacket”, radios, a boat), different techniques, and creative ways to negotiate the 
legal landscape of marine conservation regulations that pertain to the waters that the transects 
take place in. These suggestions and the responses that they elicited suggest to me that the 
Turtle Transect Team’s practices are provisional – they are again a form of tinkering, 
proceeding and developing practices by trial-and-error, sensitive to all of the actors involved 
and to the shortcomings and failures of previous practices. 
33 40, I later learned from the ensuing e-mail conversation. 
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Conclusion 
This example aptly illustrated how predictions often form the basis for marine conservation 
practices – not just large-scale ones that seek to protect large spatial areas or populations, but 
also intimate interactions such as attempting to tag a sea turtle. Obviously in this case, our 
predictions were not all correct – otherwise Misty would (also) be a moving dot on a DLNR 
computer screen and not simply “disappeared” in the words of one of the transect members. 
What went “wrong” here? The array of equipment, the materials required for a successful 
transect and tagging? The conditions, currents, viz? The performance of the transect’s actors? 
The divers acted as predicted, anticipated – but Misty’s performance was a radical departure 
from our prediction (and enactment) of her. In that sense, she enacted herself as something 
that we hadn’t predicted. “Strong”, Rod had said – in her violent and impassioned evasion of 
us, we might have called her “wild”, in the sense that she bespoke the aspect of our nature 
enactment that was unmanageable, unpredictable, and emergent. No matter how informed or 
astute our predictions are – based on past experiences, context-specific, practice insight, 
scientific knowledge – “You never know what you’ll encounter”. 
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Conclusion 
 
In this thesis, I have attempted to assay a heterogeneous assortment of marine conservation 
practices on Maui. As its contents illustrate, these practices take – and make – a variety of 
forms and occur on a variety of scales – from the large-scale practices of the first two chapters 
which seek to manage and protect entire species populations, ecosystems, and physical 
spaces, to the “turtle turf” of Ho'okipa and the more intimate practices of the Turtle Transect 
Team.  
Far from having a “common vision” – or a common reality, these multifarious practices are 
fraught with complexities. Though they sometimes overlap, both physically, ideologically, 
and ontologically, they also constitute different natures – they enact different realities. I have 
attended to them in this way, considering them to be constitutive of the very natures that they  
seek to conserve, to protect, to manage – to relate to. I have been tinkering, too – never 
intending to “explain away” anything, but rather approaching practices and their enactments 
with an “attentive experimentation” (Mol, Moser, & Pols 2010: 13). 
In the first chapter, I explored marine conservation regulations as practices. Being both the 
first ethnographic instances of my fieldwork, and overarching performances that influence 
other performances, it made sense that they came first. These regulations served as an 
introduction – for me, to my field of study, and for readers to this thesis, for the theoretical 
and methodological directions that I have explored. Swimming with the dolphins provided me 
ingress to the ontological – as much the nature enacted by the marine conservation regulations 
that I attend to, but also how our performance in spite of these regulations perhaps enacted a 
different ontology. Although I never saw any dolphins (on that occasion, at least), it also 
brought me into a discussion of the way that different dolphins are done – the various 
channels through which they are known. Attending (and attending to) the Whale Day 
celebration was an extension of this mode of thinking. Here, I looked at how whales took 
many forms – from popsicles, to paintings, to “inveterate composers” and “feisty, 
rambunctious” teenagers, cute keiki kohola that could be named and adopted, to veritable 
natives. If Maui is a “people-place” (cf. Verran 2007), then it is certainly also a “whale-
place”. 
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But that's not all it is. Through my experience of working as a volunteer and interpretive 
guide at the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve, I was able to access both the accounts of 
other volunteers (which in turn led me to still more practices) as well as the material actants 
that comprise a Natural Area Reserve. Staying with an analysis of regulations as 
performances, the added depth of directly participating in marine conservation practices at the 
Reserve allowed me to include the things that these regulations embody – the Reserve's policy 
documents, signs, fences, maps, its “natural area” and “cultural landscape”. Here, I 
understood the Reserve to be a “practice place” – a spatial configuration of practices that 
enact a certain nature within its boundaries, and perhaps also outside of them. Through both 
indirect interactions with the Reserve's visitors (recall the “evidence” of the parking lot) and 
direct interactions with them, I saw how these practices did not enact stable ontologies, but 
ontologies that ebbed and flowed from more real to less real. 
The particularly volatile encounter with the two spearfishers who adamantly refused the 
Reserve's authority to manage “their land” shook into me the decisive nature of my position in 
the anthropological field – and its decisively political nature. Following Donna Haraway’s 
question of “what counts as nature, for whom, and at what cost?” (Haraway 1997: 104), I take 
this to be a central, inherent question when attending to multiple natures anywhere – and 
especially in a (post)colonial place such as Hawai'i. It is in this sense that ontologies are 
inherently political – in their continual enactments of realities, they also enact the parameters 
for what is fundamentally possible, as well as “what counts”, the “politics of belonging” as it 
pertains not only to other animals (and not just species distinguished by classifications of 
native, invasive, endemic, introduced, but individuals as well) but also to humans. The 
(human) politics of “a nature multiple” are most obvious in the spearfisher incident that 
occurred at the 'Ahihi-Kina'u Natural Area Reserve. The spearfishers were attempting to fish 
the Reserve's waters despite regulations that expressly prohibited this activity (and 
transformed it into “poaching”, implying ownership). If the Reserve was under the 
jurisdiction of anyone, it was that of Hawaiians. Here, the Reserve (and myself) to them was 
perhaps an invasive, intruding on their land, their island, and their nature. On Maui, where 
political undercurrents are unavoidably felt, the politics of any anthropological endeavor 
become obvious. 
In attempt to move beyond “cripplingly obvious”, I have abstained from delving too deeply 
into these in my thesis, but will briefly do so now. The political environment of Hawai'i is 
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tacit, sometimes subtle, but ever-present, charged. Many Hawaiians (and non-Hawaiians) 
believe (or know) that Hawaiians' sovereignty and self-determination has been wrested from 
them by the United States. This general allegation comes in a variety of positions (and 
counter-positions), and I do not pretend to be an expert on any of them – if anyone in my 
fieldwork was “other”, it was myself. Without subjecting any of these claims to political 
analysis, I submit that they are all deserving of further understanding – and not just 
understanding, but also resolution. 
For the same reasons, I have also abstained from delving too deeply into the politics of my 
theoretical (under)currents – for if “anthropology is the science of the ontological self-
determination of the world's peoples” (Viveiros de Castro 2003), then the emphasis should be 
on self – it is not my place to determine or define the ontologies of others, at least explicitly. I 
hope that this consideration is reflected in this thesis, where I have not sought to define or 
determine anything to the extent where it becomes an assumed, “encapsulated reality” 
(Pedersen 2012), but rather to explore avenues that provide access to new ways of 
understanding the complexities of marine conservation practices. The implications are vast, 
but I have only dipped my toe in them, wrestled with the cords of a Gordian knot – not 
attempted to cut it. 
In my work with the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund, I was able to explore a nature enacted in the 
practices of the Honu Watch program, which configured turtles and humans. Through 
repeated evenings spent volunteering at Ho'okipa Beach Park, watching (over) the honu as 
they hauled up to bask the night hours away on the safety of the sand, I also watched how 
they were enacted by the Honu Watch practice. Again, I was an active participant in this 
enactment (if that’s what it was) – distinctions and relations were performed, and I have 
argued that they did not constitute a separation of nature and culture, but instead a 
configuration of relationships between turtles and humans. The tumors caused by FP (and 
perhaps by human impact to the marine environment) were a way into a discussion of how 
these turtles were done differently by the different knowledge practices of naming, 
technoscience, management, “wilding” (cf. Russell 2007) – perhaps this marine conservation 
practice was also a domestication practice34 in this way. 
34 I purposefully refer to domestication “practice(s)” instead of simply “domestication” in order to imply two things. Firstly, that 
domestication entails a broad spectrum of definitions, and secondly, that its performance is what I am most interested in.  
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Regardless of its multiple definitions35, domestication has to do with relationships between 
humans and other animals. Often, this relationship is characterized by management and 
control – a feature shared by the marine conservation practices that I have regarded in this 
thesis, which also seek to manage and control – dolphins, whales, turtles, humans, natural 
areas; natures. As I insinuated in the third chapter of this thesis and contend here as well, 
marine conservation practices and domestication practices share similar traits. Knowing, 
predicting, and managing natures (and their constituents) are all practices of control – perhaps 
not the “complete mastery” of Juliet Clutton-Brock's now-classic definition of domestication 
(1989: 7), but nevertheless control, management.  
However, where Juliet Clutton-Brock saw domestication as a “cultural and biological process 
… that can only take place when tamed animals are incorporated into the social structure of 
the human group and become objects of ownership,” (1989:7) and took domesticated animals 
to be “bred in captivity for the purposes of economic profit to a human community that 
maintains complete mastery of its breeding, organization of territory and food supply” (1989: 
7), my comparison to marine conservation practices rests on a broader and more developed 
definition of the concept. Although I agree that domestication is indisputably a process (or a 
practice) which involves both biological and cultural aspects, Clutton-Brock’s definition is 
adamantly strict – here, domestication is a one-sided relationship predicated on ownership for 
economic purposes, a focus on human agency that leaves no room for the a multitude of 
relationships that don't fall within its conditions, or for the idea (which I insinuated in Chapter 
3 and contend here) that domestication is a two-way (at least) process.  
My objection to Clutton-Brock's definition of domestication is not that it is plain wrong. 
Certainly it applies to many relationships where humans (mis)treat other animals purely as 
commodities to be exploited, as objects (a trouble I am not at all averse to staying with) – but 
it fails to take into the myriad interspecies relationships that are not founded on dichotomies 
of wild and tame, human and nonhuman, or nature and culture, all of which are implied in 
Clutton-Brock’s classical definition – the incorporation of other animals into “the social 
structure of the human group” – or that are not predicated merely on human dominion (and 
essentialism) and “complete mastery”. 
  
35 For an overview of these definitions, see (Russell 2002), as well as (Cassidy 2007). 
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My own take on domestication is that it is a process (and practice) where active knowing 
plays a central role in the creation of relationships between humans36 and other animals – or 
natures. This definition leaves room for both domestication as it occurs in “conventional” 
practices whereby other animals are bred by humans in captivity for human consumption, but 
also room for interspecies relationships that manifest interfaces between humans and other 
animals. 
Far from a being founded on a dichotomy between wild and tame, domestication practices can 
seek to know something as wild – recall the dolphins of the first chapter, or the turtles of the 
final two. In the two final examples, the human actors (myself included) of the Hawai'i 
Wildlife Fund's Honu Watch program and the Turtle Transect Team (and the other human 
actors to whom  we reported) were engaged in the practice of knowing and managing the 
turtles – not just through intimate interactions and naming, but also through tallying, through 
tagging, through monitoring.  The turtles were not “tamed” (and probably not biologically 
altered, on the short-term) by our doings, but rather known, involved in an (inter)relationship 
where marine conservation practitioners were sensitive to the turtles’ wildness as well as 
other aspects of their existence. Here, domestication was not just a one-way process that 
humans did to turtles – it was a relationship that affected both of its participants, a two-way,  
“entangled, co-shaping” (Haraway 2008: 5) of turtles and humans where human practices 
were just as affected by turtle agencies as turtles were by those of humans. 
As I see it, domestication can apply not only to animals, but to plants, to non-living parts of 
natures – and to natural areas. In Chapter 2, the Natural Area Reserve can also been seen 
through the prism of domestication – a managed nature, distinguished from its surroundings 
by the spatial boundaries that were enacted in its practices. Here, I noted how hunting and 
fishing activities had been redefined by the Natural Area Reserve System as poaching, a word 
that implies ownership. In this case, aspects of  Clutton-Brock’s definition of domestication 
fits with mine – for the domestication of the space that the Natural Area Reserve occupies 
constitutes an ownership as well, one contested by the spearfishers that rejected the Reserve's 
claims. 
36 This is a problematic aspect of the domestication concept to me, and one that I continue to grapple with. The 
examples in my fieldwork all take domestication practices to be ones which always involve humans – indeed, 
the very word is etymologically linked to the Latin “domus”, meaning house, and as such also to 
“domination”. But if we think about “domus” and “domination” in posthuman terms as not just pertaining to 
humans, perhaps domestication doesn't always have to refer to hierarchical, human practices – see for 
example (Tsing 2012), (Tsing 2013). 
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Repeated engagements with the Hawai'i Wildlife Fund’s Turtle Transect Team allowed me a 
glimpse at the contextual and practical skills required of some marine conservation 
practitioners. The “skilled vision” of the experienced divers, as well as their swimming skills 
– and importantly their skills of interacting (both with turtles and one another, in the water). 
Here was a clear instance where the predictions that marine conservation practices often rest 
on were wrong. The tagging operation which had started so well, with all the conditions for 
success seemingly in place, went off the tracks when our attempts to subdue Misty ended in 
an injured diver and a “disappeared” turtle. This unexpected outcome and the ensuing e-mail 
conversation led me to think about how the Turtle Transect Team’s practices were tinkering 
(cf. Mol 2008).  
Upon further reflection, it seems to me that all of the marine conservation practices that I’ve 
attended to in this thesis can be understood as a form of tinkering. In their performances, they 
are all attempts to continually renegotiate relationships between humans, other animals, and 
environments. They are practices-in-development, enactments-in-becoming – by this, I mean 
to emphasize that the enactments that they engender are by no means stable realities, but nor 
are they mere representations. While some may appear fixed for a time, well-established, 
time-tested, they are nevertheless in flux. They tinker with practices, proceeding attentively, 
experimentally – provisionally, adapting to a continually changing meshwork of relationships, 
conditions, and representations. And adapting them. 
The failed transect was also the event which made me consider whether wildness was perhaps 
negated by marine conservation activities – by their knowing, doing, domestication of 
natures. Were the dolphins of the first chapter less wild because they were apprehended 
through science (and) narratives, predicted, expected? Did their (or in the final chapter, 
Misty's) absence constitute a continuation of their wildness, an elusion of our domestication 
of them? Was their wildness incongruous to our practices? Over time, I began reflecting on 
wildness and its part in the enactment of the practices that I took part in – taking it seriously, I 
consider now that wildness as it appeared in its respective contexts – in conversations, 
imaginings, and regulations – is not contradictory to marine conservation practices, nor to 
those of domestication as I see them. Instead, I suggest that it wildness a configuration of a 
nature enactment – the element of a nature that isn’t predictable, manageable, apprehendable. 
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The plurality of practices that I partook in – some in overlapping time frames, others in 
exclusive time periods – allows me insight into the many assemblages that constitute them 
and the enactments of nature that they issue forth. It also precludes me from focusing 
singularly on how one practice enacts nature(s) – how it takes – and makes – place over the 
full extent of the time period of my fieldwork. Despite this, I suggest that a multi-practice 
approach garners more advantages than drawbacks when, follows Isabelle Stengers’ notion 
that “no practice can be defined as ‘like any other’” (Stengers 2005: 184), one is attending to 
the multiple enactments that these practices engender. By dividing my attention between 
heterogeneous practices, I have been able to hold them up to one another, illuminating 
complexities and competing enactments. 
Like many fledgling anthropological forays, mine was also a process – I began with a vague 
idea of what I wanted to explore and an even vaguer idea of how to go about doing it. This 
idea developed, reflecting off of impediments, diffracting in and with interferences (cf. Barad 
2003) and refracting through different theoretical mediums. I tinkered with approaches, words 
and ideas, practices. In hindsight, this gradual sharpening may have been a disadvantage – but 
it was also an advantage, a way to truly explore and feel my way forward into and with an 
array of marine conservation practices and natures-in-becoming. 
In an era of increased awareness to humans' place in the environment and the sometimes 
disastrous effects that our practices have on it and its other animals and ecosystems, it is easy 
to see that those of natural and biological conservation are as social and cultural as they are 
natural and biological. We are not essentially human, a “culture” opposed to “nature” or to 
“natures”, but part of a greater relational assemblage that includes other animals, plants, and 
the non-living. Perhaps in this way the Kumulipo is astute in its assertion that we are all kin, 
with a kuleana to act and react to one another with consideration for the specificities and 
necessities of other beings that we ourselves need to continue surviving. The marine 
conservation practices that I have attended to in this thesis all reflect this relationality – the 
natures that they enact tell us that we all have “one foot in the water and one foot on land”. 
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